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Problem
The purpose of this research study was to examine the coping strategies of
nontraditional female students in a private university in Southwest Michigan, and a
public university in Northern Indiana. According to Carney-Compton & Tan (2002),
nontraditional female students characterize the leading emergent set of students
beginning college. This study examined the reasons why they are in college, the problems
they face while there, and the coping strategies they used to make the adjustment to
school life.

Method
The Coping Scale for Adults survey was used to determine what coping strategies
are utilized by nontraditional female students. The factor analysis produced seven factor
scales (work at succeeding, positive ways to cope, healthy coping strategies, selfdefeating behaviors, proactive self-care, negative coping skills, and means of getting
help) that adequately depicted coping strategies employed by this population.
Descriptive statistics, multivariate analysis of variance were used to analyze the data.

Results
The result of the Coping Scale for Adults survey indicated the following:
1. Work at succeeding is used often as a coping strategy.
2. Positive ways to cope, healthy coping strategies, self-defeating behaviors,
proactive self-care, and negative coping skills are sometimes used.
3. Means of getting help is the least used coping strategy.
4. Non traditional female students used proactive self-care only sometimes with
Caucasian using it significantly less than African-American or students from other ethnic
background.
5. Non traditional female students use work at succeeding frequently with
students with one child using it more frequently than those with no children, or students
with two or more children.
6. Self-defeating behaviors, positive ways to cope and proactive self-care as
coping strategies are related to income levels. Generally, higher income non traditional
students use these coping strategies less frequently than lower income students.

7. Self-defeating behaviors, positive ways to cope and proactive self-care were
related to age groups. Younger students tend to use self-defeating behaviors and positive
ways to cope slightly more than older students. Older students tend to use proactive selfcare slightly more than younger students.
8. Coping strategies are not related to marital status.

Conclusions
Based on the analysis, the following conclusions were deduced.
1. Nontraditonal female students work hard to succeed. However, they utilize the
other coping strategies only sometimes to cope with their problems. Means of getting
help is the least used coping strategy but possibly one of the most needed.
2. It is easier for nontraditional female students with one child to work at
succeeding than parent with none, two, or three or more children.
3. Minority nontraditional female students’ utilization of proactive self-care may
derive from a need to take care of oneself in a hostile environment.
4. Nontraditional female students with higher incomes tend to use different
coping strategies from nontraditional female students from lower socio economic levels.
5.

Age does make a difference in which coping strategies are used by

nontraditional female students.
6. Coping strategies are not related to marital status.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Nontraditional female student enrollment is increasing in higher education. From
2000 to 2012, there has been a 35 percent increase in the admission of college students
who are younger than 25 years of age and a rise in admission of those who are 25 years
of age and older by 35 percent (US Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics, NCES, 2015). However, the NCES (2015) anticipates a 12 percent
growth rate for traditional age students, in contrast to a 20 percent growth rate for
nontraditional students over the age 25. Nontraditional students bring with them a
distinctive set of wants and requirements that is unlike that of the traditional student
(Newbold, Mehta, & Forbus, 2009). This makes nontraditional female students an
exceptional group of students that require special care and attention in order to retain
them in school and provide them with a comprehensive education that reflects the world
in which they live and function.
In accordance with terminology used in the literature, nontraditional is defined as
those students who are 25 and older. The literature on this population describes them as
students who have not adhered to an uninterrupted learning course into the university
(Newbold, Mehta & Forbus, 2010). Therefore, adult students tend to be more experienced
than younger students (Evelyn, 2002). Nontraditional students are usually those who are
older than 24 years of age and who are employed full-time and generally have children in
1

their care (Forbus, Newbold, & Mehta, 2011). Another definition of nontraditional
students has labeled them as those who are full-time or part-time students and who are 25
and older (Ely, 1997; Jinkins, 2009; O’Keefe, 1993).
Nontraditional female students have most often seasoned years of wisdom which
they have learned through other areas in their world and, finally, these adult students may
have finished another academic program in previous years and are now returning for
specialized training to go into another educational proficiency (Davies, 1995; Kasworm,
1993; OECD, 1996).
These changes have come full-circle since the days of the state normal schools.
State normal schools were instituted in the mid-nineteenth century to provide a venue
where teachers could be educated for developing custom of education in the United
States (Ogren, 2003). Nontraditional female students were a part of the educational scene
from the mid-nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth century. Women of color
came on the scene in the late nineteenth century with the emergence of schools for
colored people. The first school for colored females was Spelman in 1881 (Giddings,
1984).
There are many challenges that institutions of higher learning are facing at this
time. The Council on Adult and Experiential Learning (2000) stated there is a real battle
for colleges and universities to accommodate the changing demographic population at
their institutions. In order for nontraditional female students to be successful, institutions
of higher learning must attempt to eliminate the obstacles that nontraditional female
students encounter. This shift during the past half century in the United States’
employment arena from industrial labor jobs to professional jobs has brought more
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nontraditional female students to university campuses to prepare them for career
adjustments. This shift has caused a reappearance of nontraditional female students to
postsecondary education. The overall education of the masses of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries called for a specialized educational system for this group of students.
Nontraditional female students have identified a number of different reasons for returning
to school. It is often with trepidation that women make this decision, but with resilience
and support their dreams can become a reality.
The demand for more education has led to the admittance of an increasing number
of older female students who are seeking more education to improve their job skills or
promotion opportunities. In addition to this, there has emerged a subpopulation of single
mothers who are going to school in record numbers. Wilsey (2013) found that “34% of
younger mothers stated that they entered to provide a better life for their families,
compared with 13% of adult student mothers” (p. 211). These were traditional age female
students who were also single mothers. The younger mothers stressed that education was
their way to a more autonomous life, giving them the income to create an individual
home and support their children. Nontraditional female students expressed comparable
motives for going to college, however, such as finishing a college degree program, while
traditional-aged mothers were more concerned about what their improved earning
capability represented for their loved ones in the years to come (Wilsey, 2013).
The overwhelming increase of nontraditional female students in higher education
has amazed the educational system with its’ multi-faceted needs and demands. There has
been a 256% growth over the past forty years of women who are finishing their college
education, in contrast to men who generated a 110% increase during the same time period

3

(U.S. Department of Commerce, 2011). Most likely not since the days of the state normal
schools has such a resurgence of versatility of individuals with similar aspirations but
different situational and ethnic makeup caused a shakeup in the educational world as we
know it.
Nontraditional female students are often presented with multiple challenges which
they must face as they go to college either for the first time or as reentry students. These
students are often faced with increases in roles, demands, and time as re-entry students.
Such challenges produce complex levels of tension, fear, and despair for adult students
(Backels & Meashely, 1997; Leavitt, 1989; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Puryear, 1988;
Roehl & Okun, 1984).
Another aspect of changing faces is the demographics of reentry college women.
In 1965, the typical profile of the reentry woman was a White, middle-class
housewife in her mid to late 30s with some level of college education. The face of the
reentry female population today is racially diverse, particularly with growing
number[s] of African-American women. Many of these female students are also firstgeneration college students which brings additional challenges related to departure
from the pattern established by family and friends. (Thomas, 2001, p. 140)
Kerta (1989) described current conditions where nontraditional female students
are juggling the additional challenges of multiple roles and financial concerns when they
enter school. The institution has no control over these particulars hurdles because they are
distinct to the student. Nevertheless, nontraditional students need services in place at the
institution that will allow them to focus on their role as students. It is important to be
mindful of the needs of this particular population. Financial want may block a
nontraditional female student from enrolling or continuing her education (Hardin, 2008).
Eifler and Pottoff (1998) support this premise that economics are a critical matter for
adult students.
4

Rationale for Study
This study was done to examine coping strategies utilized by nontraditional
female students in higher education. There is a need for current research on specific
coping strategies for this population. Customarily, the literature focuses on two aspects of
handling one’s problems: problem-focused and emotion-oriented strategies (Boekaerts,
1993).
There have been some studies which addressed coping strategies such as adaptive
coping strategies proposed by Johnson and Nussbaum (2012), and Giancola, Grawitch,
and Borchert (2009) who also discuss maladaptive coping. Morris, Brooks, & May
(2003) discussed the importance of task-oriented coping which connect with study
objectives and higher grades; whereas, Howell (2004) discussed the significance of
resilience which helps to overcome obstacles.
There have been few studies which address specific strategies which are geared
for nontraditional female students to help them in the day-to-day process of occupying
more than one role. Although Home (1995, 1998) discussed various role-overlap factors
such as parent, student, wife that occurs in the lives of nontraditional female students,
students often utilized supports such as from their academic institution, place of
employment, and even loved ones who provided sources of assistance.
More recently, Folkman (2010) proposed the concept of meaning-focused coping
which focuses on intensely kept standards and ideas that manifest themselves in the shape
of having a set plan of action. Nontraditional female students come from different
backgrounds regarding their obligations at home, on the job, and at the university. Some
nontraditional female students need particular assistance in order for them to accomplish
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their goals despite such circumstances as having financial need, belonging to an ethnic
persuasion, or being the only adult responsible for the children in the home (Rice &
Meyer, 1989).
Nontraditional female students pursue education for different reasons which
should indicate to educational institutions the importance of being flexible in class
scheduling, support, and assistance provided for this population of students. It is the
responsibility of the institution to provide the necessary services needed by the student
body. Seminars geared to assisting nontraditional female students organize their
schedules along with seminars that focus on how to manage the pressure of school, work,
and family can be beneficial in helping nontraditional female students handle the added
strain and the multiple-responsibility tension that often occurs (Kohler & Munz, 2006;
McClary, 1990).
There are nontraditional female students who are seeking to improve their lives,
and higher education provides for them a means by which to increase their financial
resources as well as provide them with a sense of accomplishment. However, there may
be barriers to achieve this goal which impact on how they deal with the demands of
college.
Colleges and universities are providing education to nontraditional female
students from America and from abroad which calls for a specialized education system
that is able to provide services in addition to curricula that match this population of
students. There are a number of challenges that international students face while studying
in the United States. Numerous students reported prejudice and bigotry (Lee & Rice,
2007; Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007), communication difficulties (Perrucci & Hu, 1995),
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absence of emotional comfort (Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen, & Van Horn,
2002), and racial distress (Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Winkelman, 1994).

Statement of the Problem
Nontraditional female students characterize the leading emergent set of students
beginning college (Carney-Compton & Tan, 2002). These students need to learn coping
strategies that will help them cope in higher education. The demanding lifestyle of
juggling family, work, and school has produced many challenges for women who are
already overworked and stressed due to the multiple demands made upon them. These
stressors present themselves in a number of ways such as outside pressures from home,
economic worries, limited numbers of mature students in classes, and little support for
their brave decision to attend college (Benshoff, 1991; Richter-Antion, 1986; Terrell,
1990; Thomas, 2001). Furthermore, studies have indicated that minority students have
additional stressors such as education challenges, difficulty to adjusting to the educational
system, and feeling left out (Ferguson, 1992; Tinto, 1993) that they have to deal with as
they pursue higher education. Numerous nontraditional students have delayed their
education until they have married and had children (Leonard, 2002; Newbold et al.,
2010). Nontraditional students are not only present in the classroom, but may also need
counseling as they struggle to balance their life challenges. Nontraditional female
students cope in a variety of ways to manage their complicated lives, and educational
institutions need to recognize that this population of students presents with a unique set of
challenges that may hinder their success, progress, and future retention in higher
education.

7

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the coping strategies used by
undergraduate, nontraditional female students in higher education. These students were
selected from a private and a public university.

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework focused on two dominant theories of coping that may
provide some explanations for the way women cope. The first theory is transactional
analysis which was developed by Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman who started their
joint endeavors at the end of the 1970s when they initiated the first of their crosssectional investigations on stress and coping in adults of different ages. Lazarus and
Folkmon sought to further their knowledge on two structural concepts of the approach:
appraisal and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Thereafter, they discussed multiple
functions of coping. Several forms of coping discussed include emotion-focused coping,
problem-focused coping, and appraisal (primary and secondary), reappraisal, meaningfocused coping. The second theory covered is vigilant anticipatory coping which has
been researched by several theorists, but this research has focused on Laveist, Thorpe,
Pierre, Mance, and Williams (2014).

Transactional Analysis
Lazarus & Folkman (1984) define coping as “constantly changing cognitive and
behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that [are]
appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (p. 141). Earlier studies by
Folkman and Lazarus (1980) sought to differentiate between two key purposes: the first
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dealing with difficulties that people experience in their surroundings which “they called
problem-focused and the second directed at managing emotional distress, which they
called emotion-focused” (p. 219). Problem-focused coping results when an individual
seeks to change the problem by finding a realistic solution whereas emotion-focused
coping seeks to respond to the problem by utilizing a variety of coping mechanisms
which often result in the problem being avoided or reinterpreted to fit the person’s
concept of what a solution could be, but in essence not really solving the problem
(Lazarus & DeLongis, 1983). Furthermore, one of the most significant discoveries of
their initial research was that individuals utilized problem-focused and emotion-focused
coping in all demanding situations.
According to Lazarus and Folkman (1987), primary appraisal presents itself in
three forms: harm that is felt, threat that functions as harm that is expected, and challenge
where the individual must rally to manage difficulties in an effort to create a result of
optimistic worth. This last-mentioned appraisal may come with certain risks or harm in
order for a challenge to occur; thus, challenge and threat, at a certain level, usually mix.
The concept of benefit is included to develop the classification of emotion. Secondary
appraisal derives from the belief that we are in charge of our thinking as it relates to our
changing the results (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Reappraisal is constantly being done by
thinking and reassessing situations as a means of coping. (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
When a situation is not resolved favorably, a circular effect would probably take
place with emotion-coping reappraisal duplicating the problem, therefore creating
prolonged tension. A modified replica formed a different type of managing meaningfocused coping and positive emotions (Folkman, 2008).
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Park and Folkman (1997) postulated that meaning-focused coping is reviewcentered managing whereby individuals draws from their faith, morals, and reason for
living to inspire and endure surviving and promote welfare throughout trying periods.
Meaning-focused coping is usually not related to any particular circumstance
which could be the case with emotion-focused or problem-focused coping (Folkman,
2008). However, four types of meaning were developed: “positive reappraisal, revision of
goals, spiritual beliefs, and the infusion of ordinary events with positive meaning”
(Folkman, 1997, p. 1212; Folkman, Moskowitz, Ozer, & Park, 1997). Positive reappraisal
is the capacity to present a negative situation in a reassuring way. This type of approach
can be utilized from start to finish in a tense situation. Goal revision is the capacity to
examine goals and state which ones were successful or unsuccessful and revise them as
needed. Richards and Folkman (in press) found in their study of bereavement participants
that when a person had spiritual beliefs they assisted them in challenging situations by
assessing their circumstances in a more optimistic manner than those who did not express
religious experiences. Their studies also indicated the importance of permeating everyday
life with cheerful moments.
Hope is another means of coping that is useful in this theory. Hope is the desire
for improvement of a feared result (Lazarus, 1991). Hope is putting faith into action.

Vigilant Anticipatory Coping
This second coping theory, vigilant anticipatory coping, suggests that a person is
on guard to deal with greater readiness and anticipation that something negative may
happen (LaVeist, Thrope, Pierre, Mance, & Williams, 2014). Previous studies indicate
that while this phenomenon has been studied here in the United States, it is quite probable
10

that in other parts of the world where there are marginalized groups they would
experience similar results (Averill, 1972; Schneiderman & McCabe, 1989; Williams,
1986). Studies show that prejudice is prevalent everywhere in American culture (Cose,
1993; Feagin, 1991; Gardiner, 1995).
Prevalent in American society is the opinion that there are several groups of
people who are subordinate. Prominent leaders who were researchers of the 18th and 19th
centuries and some of our greatest national and government champions condoned ethnic
order with Native Americans under Caucasians and African-Americans at the bottom
(Gould, 1981). Bigotry has continued and flourished because it is supported by all facets
of our society (Goldberg, 1993). Bigotry is hard to recognize but universal, difficult to
discern at times with little done about it because it is just part of everyday life and what is
acceptable to society (Essed, 1991).
“Several studies indicate that experiences of discrimination based on race or
ethnicity can adversely affect physical and mental health” (Amaro, Russo, & Johnson,
1987; Jackson et al., 1996; James, La Croix, Kleinbaum, & Strogatz, 1984; Krieger,
1990; Salgado de Snyder, 1987; Williams, Yu, Jackson, & Anderson, 1997, p. 338).
Krieger (1990) studied the relationship among ethnic and gender bias and high blood
pressure in a study of African-American and Caucasian females. African-American
females who reacted submissively to the encounter of ethnic bias were four times more
likely to have hypertension compared to females who shared incidents with others or
handled the situation in a proactive manner to the mistreatment. Hicken, Lee, Morenoff,
House, and Williams (2014) found “that Blacks reported higher levels of vigilance than
both Whites and Hispanics. Not only did they have the highest mean vigilant score, but
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they were also more likely to report weekly vigilance than were the other racial/ethnic
groups” (p. 121). According to Kim and Lewis (1994), Asians are also as familiar with
discrimination as are Hispanics (Telles & Murgia, 1990). Williams (1994) postulated that
African-Americans have the capacity to deal with racism with stronger fortitude which
enables them to be resilient due to prior experiences. Furthermore, Blacks might have at
their disposal other strategies such as the Black church which enables them to survive and
deal with adverse situations. The birth of the Black church occurred during slavery, and it
is one of numerous expressions of spirituality for Black people. It serves as a social
establishment and creates for Black people a sense of confidence, a sense of group
cohesiveness, and provides tools for shaping fairness in society (Frame, Williams, &
Green, 1999).

Research Questions
1. What are the coping strategies used by nontraditional female students in
higher education?
2. Are coping strategies related to the ethnicity of nontraditional female
students?
3. Are coping strategies related to the number of children of nontraditional
female students?
4.

Are coping strategies related to age groups of nontraditional female students?

5. Are coping strategies related to income levels of nontraditional female
students?
6. Are coping strategies related to marital status of nontraditional female
students?
12

Significance of the Study
This study proposed to examine coping strategies used by undergraduate
nontraditional female students from a public university and from a private university in
order to determine what they have utilized to help them cope in their current academic
environment. This study investigated whether race, marital status, income status, age, and
children make a difference.
The audience for the study are nontraditional female students in higher education,
educators who teach them, and administrators who are in charge of developing curricula,
programs, and activities for this student population. Also, included are the counselors
who provide the counseling services that may enable nontraditional female students to
stay in school and complete their degrees. It is the academic institution’s responsibility
“to help them become full members of the college community and to get involved in
institutional life” (Rendon, 1996, p. 17).
It is hoped that the results from this study would add additional information to the
body of knowledge regarding how nontraditional females cope in higher education. I
anticipate that this information will be beneficial to administrators who establish
programs and seminars at their institutions for nontraditional female students that will
support retention as they address strategies to assist nontraditional female students cope
as they matriculate in higher education.
Thus, this research will provide a source of data regarding coping strategies of
undergraduate nontraditional female students in Southwest Michigan and Northern
Indiana identifying coping strategies related to specific demographic factors of (a) marital
status, (b) socio-economic status, (c) race/ethnicity, (d) age, and (e) number of children.
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This information will add to the existing body of knowledge some interesting information
regarding minority nontraditional female students and younger nontraditional female
students in higher education.
Data from this study may potentially provide a significant source of information
for nontraditional female students who are considering going into higher education.
Furthermore, this study will provide inferential data regarding the coping strategies that
undergraduate nontraditional females are currently using as they attend universities in
Southwest Michigan and Northern Indiana thus providing for information that can be
beneficial to other undergraduate nontraditional female students in higher education. This
information will not only be of interest to nontraditional female students, but will also be
informative for university administrators, faculty, and counselors in higher education.

Definition of Terms
The following section defines terminology as it is used in this study.
Nontraditional Students - Students who are 25 years old or older, attend colleges
on a part-time basis, and/or commute to school (Allen, 1993).
Traditional Students - Students who are right out of high school and are
dependent on their parents for financial support (Corrigan, 2003).
Coping - The process whereby an individual attempt to manage, through cognitive
and behavioral efforts, external and internal demands that are assessed as exceeding one’s
resources (Utsey, Ponterollo, Reynolds, & Cancelli, 2000).
Vigilant Anticipatory Coping - A response of hyper-awareness in case something
happens (LaVeist et al., 2014).
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Problem-Solving Coping - This type of coping results by finding solutions to the
problem (Lazarus & DeLongis, 1983).
Emotion Coping - This type of coping results when a person avoids the problem
and involves others but does not solve the problem (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980).
Meaning-Focused Coping - This type of coping results when an individual uses
inner faith, morals, and reason for living to inspire and endure during trying periods (Park
& Folkman, 1997).
Primary Appraisal - Presents in three forms: harm, threat of harm, and challenge
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1987).
Secondary Appraisal - Belief that people are in charge of their thinking as it
relates to our changing the results (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987).
Reappraisal - Reappraisal is constantly being done by thinking and reassessing
situations as a means of coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Limitations of Study
This study would be more generalizable if the sample of nontraditional female
students had been drawn from a greater cross-section of the country. Due to the small
number of undergraduate nontraditional females at the private university, subjects were
not randomly selected for this study. The undergraduate nontraditional female students
from public university were selected by using the total number of nontraditional female
student population who were interested in participating in the study.
Second, the Coping Scale for adults (CSA) that was used in the study was a selfreport coping instrument; it had all the limitations of such self-reports, including the
tendency for the respondents to choose socially desirable responses. The CSA does not
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address the effectiveness o fthe strategies of that respondents say they used to cope.
Third, this study focused on coping strategies used by nontraditional female students. The
study does not examinein any great detail how nontraditional males cope in higher
education or in other challenges they encounter.

Delimitation of the Study
The sample utilized in this study comprised only nontraditional female students
aged 25 and older who were currently enrolled students at a private, parochial university,
and public university, during the academic year 2012-2013. The subjects from the private
university were chosen from a list provided by the Office of Student Life, and the Office
of Enrollment provided the list for the respondents at the public university. The subjects
from the private university come from around the world whereas the subjects from public
university are typically Indiana residents or out of state residents.

Overview of Research Methodology
The study utilized the survey research method in collecting data. Survey research
was used in this study because of its flexibility to explore a variety of problems or
questions.
The selection procedure for the two universities were nontraditional female
students, 25 and older who agreed to participate in the study. The study examined what
coping strategies nontraditional female students have utilized to help them cope in their
current academic environment.
The CSA was developed by Erica Frydenberg and Ramon Lewis as a selfreporting questionnaire consisting of 73 items.
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Organization of the Study
The study will provide an introduction that looks at the current reality of
nontraditional female students in United States and the rapidly changing society in which
we live. It will also provide a conceptual framework that reviews two dominant coping
theories that lay the foundation of coping and the mechanisms to explain how coping is
utilized and formulated in order to deal with stressful situations.
In Chapter two the literature review will highlight a historical account of the role
of nontraditional female students in higher education. It will also address reasons why
nontraditional female students are going to college as well as explore problems
nontraditional female students face while pursuing their degree. Role conflicts for
nontraditional female students will also be examined as well as the impact of spiritual
support.
Chapter three will highlight the methodology of the study, describing the
procedures utilized to carry out the study. Chapter four addresses the results of the study
and the major findings from the two universities. Chapter five presents the summaries,
conclusions, and recommendations for practice and future research.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
This study examined the coping strategies used by undergraduate nontraditional
female students at a private university and a public university to determine the specific
coping strategies these students have utilized to help them deal with the demands of their
current academic world, their personal lives, and their work environment.
The purpose of the literature review is to provide the readers with a
comprehensive picture of what the literature says about nontraditional female students in
higher education. The criterion used to analyze and compare information in the literature
will highlight past, present, and future information on such nontraditional female students
as it pertains to the history of these students, along with reasons why nontraditional
female students are going to college in the first place. It will also include information that
focuses on special challenges faced by nontraditional female students in higher education,
and, finally, the literature review will provide some overview to quantitative and
qualitative studies on these students and how this population of students utilizes various
coping strategies to combat their stressors.

History of Nontraditional Women in Higher Education
Women attended state normal schools in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to
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be educated as teachers for the expanding educational system that would ultimately
provide for the educating of American children. There are records that go back as far as
1839 showing Massachusetts as the first state to found a normal school; that state’s
example was followed by Connecticut and New York (Ogren, 2003).
The purpose of these schools was [sic] to prepare teachers to teach on high school
faculties which allowed these schools to further their range of education by offering
four year bachelor degrees. The majority of state normal schools became teachers’
colleges in the 1920s and 1930s. (Ogren, 2003, p. 642)
These students were often older students, women, and representative of different
minority groups. Unlike nontraditional female students today, these students were fulltime and lived in the vicinity of the school due to lack of transportation (Ogren, 2003).
“At West Virginia’s normal in West Liberty, some students commuted to campus in an
effort to save money. Similarly, many normalites at the Territorial Normal School in
Tempe, Arizona, during the decade or so after it opened in 1886, commuted” (Ogren,
2003, p. 646).
A common characteristic of these students was that they had had work experience
and many of them had taught school before returning to further their own education.
As early as the 1840s and early 1850s at Bridgewater, “nearly all” of the students had
themselves taught school. Of the 2,500 students who enrolled at Oswego between its
opening in the mid-1860s and 1880, more than 1,000 had teaching experience, with
an average of three years in the classroom. Furthermore, like today’s nontraditional
students, found it financially necessary to continue working while attending normal
school. (Ogren, 2003, p. 646)
Many of these normalites hailed from country towns or remote areas around the
country. What was paramount in this process was the institutions’ ability to make the
education they provided affordable and accessible to students who had an interest in
attaining an education. There were instances where students were unable to pay for their
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education but were allowed to attend school. E. E. Smith of Fayetteville, North Carolina
and Pine Bluff’s Joseph Corbin, administrators at all-Black normal schools allowed their
students to come to school even though they could not pay for school fees. Smith had a
reputation for allowing students to pay for school fees with farm equipment. Other state
normal schools provided scholarships, tuition waivers, and loan funds to make the
education more available to students in need (Ogren, 2003).
The entrance expectations for the state normal schools were free from any set
protocols. This allowed administrators to be accommodating to students as needed. “They
did not require matriculants to be high school graduates until education at that level was
attainable by most residents of their states, which generally was not until the early
twentieth century” (Ogren, 2003, p. 649). State normal schools did require entrance
exams; however, potential students could show documentation of their teaching
credentials or diplomas in lieu of taking exams.
History shows that nontraditional students have been a fixture on the educational
scene for well over a hundred and seventy-six years. Ogren (2003) observes that:
At a time when women were an unwelcome minority on many coeducational
campuses, they were a visible majority at state normal schools. A small number of
normal, mainly in the South, restricted their enrollments to women only. But, most
normal schools were coeducational, with enrollment made up increasingly of women
with each passing decade. Before the turn of the century, the enrollments at
coeducational normals nationwide were between 25 and 90 % female. At coeducational southern normal, only one-quarter to one-half of the students were
women. Typical of normals outside the South, the institutions in Cedar Falls, Iowa,
and Greeley, Colorado enrolled 70 % women. After the turn of the century,
throughout the country the percentage of students who were women was consistently
well over 50, and occasionally higher than 90 %. The large numbers of female
normalites are consistent with the schools’ official mission of preparing students the
female-dominated profession. (p. 643)
There were segregated normal schools for African-American students in the South as
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well as for Native American students in Oklahoma and North Carolina (Ogren, 2003).
State normal had a reputation for involving students in the life of the school by
providing them an atmosphere where they felt comfortable. These students had many
wants that required state normal to address in providing this population with a wellrounded education. Due to this impetus, state normal were able to provide normalites a
service that was uniquely designed to meet their needs and as well expose them to other
experiences that would not otherwise have been available to them. State normal schools
did not set out to provide this type of education to nontraditional students but inevitably
added to history the importance of providing what is lacking. There were common
characteristics that provided a bond for many of these normalites. They were poor, from
rural areas, and minority. Many of these normalites came from families who were
farmers. These educators would provide a venue that would lay the foundation for many
institutions’ becoming four year colleges.

The Move to the Four Year College
The arrival of World War II veterans into higher education prompted the normals’
desire for a new mission, therefore normal began to reformulate their original goal of
teacher education. This event brought about changes in name for many normals during
the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s (Ogren, 2003). However, this change in mission prompted
many normals to merge into state universities (Selingo, 2000). “In their quest for higher
status, formal normals have tended to bury their history as ‘an impoverished past
thankfully left behind’” (Goodlad, 1990, p. 73). Unfortunately, only the top educational
institutions are often written about by historians. Historians of teacher education have
more often than not concentrated on the normal school administrators and formal
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strategies used by these institutions (Ogren, 2003). In her quest to amend this inaccuracy
Ogren (2003) offered a thorough account of the normalites that were so much a part of
this historic narrative.
The present scene of nontraditional female students in the academic arena shows a
similar picture of the state normal schools but with a different backdrop of adult women
not only being older but with numerous responsibilities that often demand their attention.
The following section gives some reasons why nontraditional female students are going
to college.

Reasons why Nontraditional Female
Students are Going to College
The literature points to several reasons why nontraditional female students are
coming to college in record numbers to get an education. One of the motivating factors
that prompt nontraditional female students to return to school is a change in life situation.
Johnson, Schwartz, and Bower (2000) found that adult women students are often forced
to return to school after loss of employment, the ending of a marriage, the passing of a
spouse, and/or the inability to advance in a vocation because of inadequate training.
The trend of nontraditional female students in higher education is something that
institutions are accepting as a subpopulation that present with their own set of needs and
challenges. This trend has been portrayed by older students who are returning to college
or coming for the first time (Bauman et al., 2004; Johnson & Nussbaum, 2012).Like the
state normal schools of previous generations, institutions of higher learning today are
searching for new ways to provide adequately for the needs of this population. The
unique circumstances of the nontraditional student may pose a problem for the fast pace
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life of a college/university setting as it often coincides with the daily struggles
nontraditional students have in working or raising a family.
The literature has cited nontraditional students “over the age of 25 as the fastest
growing group of undergraduates and the majority of this group are [sic] female”
(Carney-Compton & Tan, 2002, p.140; Graham & Donaldson, 1999; Kasworm, 2003;
Sales, Drolet, & Bronneau, 2001). Additional studies done by Choy (2002) and Kohler,
Munz, and Trares (2007) have depicted them as first-time college students, women, parttime students attending community colleges, and parents. In quantitative studies done by
Shank, Winchell, and Myers (2001), Haggan (2000), and Quimby and O’Brien (2006),
these factors are based on what has been seen in colleges and universities across the
United States.
So why are nontraditional female students entering or returning to school?
Changes in one’s life circumstances have led to the rapid increase of female students in
higher education (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Graham & Donaldson, 1999;
Kaswarm, 2003; Sales et al., 2001). Studies have indicated that nontraditional female
students go back to school under trying situations (Benshoff & Lewis, 1992;
Brandenburg, 1974; Evanoski, 1988; Moore, 1990). The explanations seem to be
summed up in two main areas: (a) changes in the current world we live in, including
economics, and (b) individual problems (Miller, 2000). Johnson et al. (2000) “found that
adult women students are often motivated to return to school after the loss of a job,
divorce, death of a spouse, and career limitations due to lack of education” (p. 291).
Mohney and Anderson (1988) had similar findings that nontraditional female students
often re-entered academia because of some transforming occurrence in their lives.
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Hardin (2008) introduced the concept of transitions which can be regarded as
positive or negative for this population of students. These transitions can be categorized
into a number of different areas, such as alteration in one’s work situation, individual
change in circumstances, or simply their time in life when they can pursue their own
goals. So, often nontraditional female students enter institutions of higher learning as a
means to care their families (Allen, 1993). Nontraditional female students are often
pursuing their education on a part-time basis due to work and family responsibilities.
Griffith and Connor (1994) noted that for community college students, their attendance
behaviors depend on their personal lives, job, and the outside world, more than on
anything going on within the college. The increase in divorce rates in recent years, as
well as the high number of single-parent households headed by women, has led many
adult women to view the community college as a good way to further their education and
achieve greater economic security and a better standard of living for themselves and their
children (Allen, 1993; Hardin, 2008; Herideen, 1998).
Qualitative studies by Johnson-Bailey (1998) and Thomas (2001) indicated that
African-American women were trying to improve their life situations from the previous
generation and seeking to increase their earning potential. Minority women were
returning to school to have a better life. Information on how these nontraditional women
have coped despite their many obstacles might be helpful to other women who are
coming behind them.
Merdinger (1991) found that nontraditional female students are leaving school
more than men for reasons other than their studies. Nontraditional female students, in
their position as an undergraduate, frequently feel separated because of personal and job
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obligations, they have limited occasions where they can intermingle with their peers
either informally or formally outside of the classroom. Furthermore, they may feel
uncomfortable around their traditional-aged peers. Nontraditional female students
regularly face dispositional obstacles such as dread of alteration, insufficient level of
obligation and assurance, and even remorse about accomplishing a goal for them alone
and not for someone else (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Harris & Brooks, 1998; MacKinnonSlaney, 1994).
Donaldson and Graham (1999) postulated that although adult students do not
participate much in school activities, may not have current educational capabilities, and
have multiple contradictory responsibilities; they have a goal in mind, and value their
interaction with their teachers genuinely. They associate more closely the current
information they are learning with events that have occurred in their lives and exhibit
determination to acquire knowledge. Shields’ (1993) study found that the nontraditional
students were more apt to identify the more likely they were to give personal and
circumstantial reasons for going to school. Therefore, nontraditional students tend to be
more intrinsically motivated, while traditional students tend to be more extrinsically
motivated with regard to their college experiences. These differences suggest that
nontraditional students may be more likely to endorse a learning orientation, while
traditional students may be more likely to endorse a performance orientation. Jinkins
(2009) supported this premise that traditional students are not as engaged in the learning
process or as committed to their educational success but stated that traditional students do
want to be acknowledged for performing well in their classes. Although nontraditional
students placed higher importance on learning new information; earning good grades is
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also important for nontraditional female students.

Problems Nontraditional Female Students Face
While Pursuing a College Education
There are a number of areas that pose a threat to nontraditional female students on
their academic journey. These stressors may be present in the work environment, in the
school environment or in the home. While women often are accustomed to juggling
multiple roles the intense demands of school add’s another layer of expectations by an
outside source that may at times feel totally overwhelming to first-time college students
or reentry students. The support received from family and friends may help, or the lack
thereof may hinder, a student’s perception of his/her ability to succeed in the face of
many challenges and obstacles.
The literature points to several barriers that nontraditional female students
frequently face as they matriculate in higher education. These barriers include
organizational barriers, their present condition, mental state, and learning capacity
(Council on Adult and Experiential Learning, 2000; Compton, Cox, & Laanan, 2006;
Donohue & Wong, 1997; Hammer, Grisby, & Woods, 1998; Hardin, 1997; Nordstrom,
1997). These obstacles have the potential to avert the achievement of nontraditional
female students and block them from the completion of their ambitions.
Organizational barriers are those that impede progress due to bureaucratic
regulations. Nontraditional female students are often not as accepting as traditional
students when faced with this type of an obstacle and frequently end their academic
career instead of then bringing more pressure into their world (Madfes, 1989).
Nontraditional female students often do not anticipate the many stressors that go along
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with going to college, especially if they are working and have families.
Gilligan (1982) and Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) discussed
challenges encountered by nontraditional females as they matriculate in academia: (a)
failing in academic pursuits and (b) failing in personal relationships. Often this fear spills
over into the classroom setting and prevents a student from completing an assignment, a
class, or their degree. Nontraditional female students may feel afraid to speak in class
(Miller, 2000). Gilligan (1977) discussed the importance of voice for women and the
direct responsibility women have for making their own choices for their lives. She further
asserted “the essence of the moral decision is the exercise of choice and the willingness
to accept responsibility for that choice” (p. 487). Furthermore “women are silencing
themselves in order to be with other people; women are giving up relationship for the
sake of having relationships, and then missing themselves and missing relationship or
feeling stranded in a confusing isolation which is often filled with self-condemnation”
(Gilligan, 1995, p. 125; Gilligan, 1982; Gilligan, 1990; Jack, 1991; Miller, 1988; Miller,
1991; Stern, 1991).
Older female students often doubt their own abilities to navigate the educational
system. It is with great boldness that they take on the task of stepping out to accomplish
something totally out of the realm of their prior experience. Women give considerable
amount of credence to their relationships with others often to their own detriment.
Success in relationships depends not only on a woman’s ability to maintain relationship
successfully with others but her ability to define adequately the relationship from her own
worldview. She must continually provide her own definitions of success for herself while
staying connected to those she loves and cares about in her life.
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There are additional problems older female students encounter by not having
taken challenging high school courses, earning a General Education Diploma (GED),
delayed enrollment, or if their parents did not attend college, they are less likely to persist
in obtaining their degrees (Adelman, 1999). “Many adult students, particularly from
families in which neither parent has earned a college degree may lack what Bourdieu
(1977) termed cultural capital, the accumulation of knowledge of higher education that
facilitates academic decision-making and adjustment to college” (Howell, 2004, p. 35).
Corrigan (2003) found that “two-thirds of low-income dependent students come from
families in which neither parent attended college, compared with less than one-third of
middle- and upper-income students (p. 27). Corrigan (2003) further noted that because of
their situation, first-generation students do not have the knowledge or the where withal to
navigate their way through the collective and educational pressures of the university. This
lack of experience leaves a gap for first-generation students that they often do not know
what they are missing until they feel overwhelmed by their own inadequacies about this
new world in which they now find themselves. Johnson-Bailey (1998) cited that the
majority of respondents in her qualitative study were first generation college students.
Many ethnic minority college freshmen who may be characterized as being the first
generation of anyone from their family who is attending college and these students
encounter a number of different stressors that the ordinary college student does not face
(Ross, Niebling, & Heckert, 1999; Towbes & Cohen, 1996). First time college students
may experience limited support from family who are unaware of the stress the student is
going through.
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Thomas (2001) found that
(89.4%) of respondents in her study identified a particular person someone who
encouraged them to further their education. The person named by most was another
African American (e.g. relative, friend, and co-worker). A few of the respondents
cited their boyfriend or husband. Reportedly, these individuals offered varied kinds of
assistance that helped the women during college reentry. For example, some
respondents reported that the individual offered emotional support, while others
indicated that he or she provided instrumental support (i.e., assistance in paying the
tuition and other fees. Seven women indicated that they were discouraged from
returning to college by their husband/partner, supervisor, or friend. (p. 150)
A family’s income influences a woman’s choice of college, attendance and
financial choices in ways that can negatively influence her persistence. Home (1997)
found that female students with lower incomes had more stress, while those females with
a stronger support system with family and friends had less stress. Corrigan (2003) found
that older, low-income students come to college with a different set of variables such as
responsibilities to their families and financial reasons that may differ from traditional age
students. Corrigan (2003) also found that after “three years after entering postsecondary
education, 47 percent of low-income independent students with children had dropped out,
compared to 31 percent of low-income dependents” (p. 29). Launier (1997) found
students who had anxieties about money seemed worried about their financial
responsibilities to the point that it inhibited their success in their studies.
Many are trying to pay for college at the same time they are dealing with a reduction
of income. For many women, the motivation to attend college happens with their
changing role in the family. Some are forced to enter college as they face financial
difficulties as a result of divorce or the death of a spouse. (Hardin, 2008, p. 50)
Eifler and Potthoff (1998) found similar results indicating that many nontraditional
students were worried about money. Often these students are self-sufficient and have
others whom they are supporting as well. Furthermore, nontraditional students have the
extra expenses of lodging and daycare.
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Nontraditional students face obstacles that have been identified by (Cross, 1980;
Pitts, 1992) as belonging in one of three classes: institutional, situation, and dispositional.
Institutional barriers signify issues related to the educational institution, for instance
issues with finances, advisors, or professors. Additional barriers for nontraditional
students may be poor scheduling for classes or location, limited childcare for those
students who are parents, inadequate scholarships or monies for nontraditional students
because of their half-time status in school, classes that are not applicable and
uninteresting, transportation problems, entrance barriers, unsuitable guidance, lack of
services for this population, and teachers who do not respect the wisdom of nontraditional
students and treat them like teenagers (Breese & O’Toole, 1994).
Situational barriers also exist that are related to what is going on in a person’s life
such as challenges with day-care, employment issues, and little or no assistance from a
partner. The most cited obstacles stem from scheduling and economics. It is often the
case that nontraditional students encounter considerable scheduling constraints,
responsibility tension and financial pressure due to other obligations that are related to
their children and spouse, residence, and employment (Bianchi, 1991; Gerson, 1985;
Hybertson, Hulme, Smith, & Holton, 1992; Mercer, 1993; Pits, 1992; Richter & Witten,
1984; Sands & Richardson, 1984; Smallwood, 1980; Spanard, 1990).
Dispositional obstacles are related to a person’s belief about him/her, this
includes, but is not limited to, having negative thoughts regarding one’s abilities, worries
about one’s ability to be a successful student and how this will affect his/her life, and
experiencing self-reproach for attending college (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Howell (2004)
found similar results in her mixed methods study that nontraditional female students often
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have inadequate views regarding their abilities and the way they feel about themselves.
Older students often feel as if they do not belong in the environment that is strongly
geared to traditional-aged students, so they often withdraw and refuse to solicit help in
the adjustment to college life. Dispositional barriers may prevent a student from
remaining in college and succeeding in their academic programs. Chartrand (1990)
supported this premise that adult female students more than any other student view
themselves as incapable of being successful. Another barrier which presents itself for
nontraditional female students who do not speak English is that they may have a difficult
time with their coursework and keeping up with the class (Hardin, 2008). Other studies
such as Calaguas (2011) revealed that male students often have more problems in their
overall experience while Cantwell, Archer, and Bourke (2001) cite that older female
students adapt more easily and do better academically.
The literature indicates that
the new undergraduate students (women, minorities, first-generation students) often
experience dispositional and situation challenges that can hinder their academic
progress. Barriers faced by older students include multiple, non-school-related
commitments and responsibilities, financial and family concerns, lack of an age
cohort in the classroom, insufficient support from family and friends, and limited
social acceptability and support for their student status. (Benshoff, 1991; RichterAntion, 1986; Terrall, 1990; Thomas, 2001, p. 140)
Nontraditional female students with families have many additional obligations that most
male students do not have to worry about, such as raising children, taking care of sick
children, and household tasks. Men tend to experience more anxiety due to insecurity
while women encounter blame regarding the challenging pressures of child-care
obligations (Benshoff & Lewis, 1992). Furthermore, Tinto (1993) found that women who
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were married were less likely to have completed their education when they had family
responsibilities.
Johnson-Bailey (1999) discovered that African American female reentry students
faced not only the usual obstacles of child-care problems, class scheduling, limited family
support, financial challenges, and a history of school failure, these women also shared
problems relating to the Black experience, such as the lack of mentoring Black faculty
and staff, and the lack of Black peers. These students had to learn despite the barriers,
and cope with the problems they faced regardless of their race, gender, and class. Collins
(1991) argued against the ideal perception of Eurocentric motherhood which is being a
homemaker and rearing her children while the husband is the breadwinner for the family,
stating that this is not the same standard for Black motherhood. The Black mother has
always had to work outside of the home while raising her children and maintaining her
home (Carothers, 1990). Minority students have to adjust to societal and ethnic issues on
campus. This can be a challenge for adult female students and for students who are the
first in their family to attend college who tend to experience the campus atmosphere as
unfriendly and threatening (Terenzini et al., 1996).
Nontraditional female students face additional stressors not faced by younger
traditional-aged students such concerns as obligations related to their employment and
private lives that necessitate overwork and task struggles when merged with attending
college. These extra challenges and obligations can produce time restrictions that
traditional students are most likely not to encounter. Often older students have multiple
outside obligations that deter them on their academic journey (Graham & Donaldson,
1999; Keith, 2007). Studies also found that women who were students and single mothers
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were at higher risk for job-family strain (Burden, 1986; Kelly & Voyadnoff, 1985). There
are numerous nontraditional students who have delayed their education for degree
attainment until they have married and had children (Leonard, 2002; Newbold et al.,
2010). However, when nontraditional students go back to school it is an additional
commitment that does affect the family dynamics. Various partners have divided
domestic responsibilities and care of their offspring to adapt to adjustments in calendars
and jobs (Sweet & Moen, 2007). Canales-Gonzales and Kranz (2008) asserted that, as
regards handling the tension brought on by additional duties, nontraditional students
related devoting periods where they interact with their loved ones is great way for them
to decrease anxiety. Kearns and Gardiner (2007) found that nontraditional students who
have organized schedules have better performance and mitigation of emotions and worry.
The literature indicates that nontraditional students related that most of their pressures are
derived from two entities: their job and college. Furthermore, these job tensions were a
clear indicator of overall welfare (Giancola et al., 2009). Students who attempted to earn
a degree were in danger of experiencing adverse effects such as being absent from
lectures, preparing less for class, and feeling greater amounts of anxiety (Robotham,
2009).
Women often have to wear many hats and for those who are in school with
families this is their story.

Role Conflicts for Nontraditional Female Students
Coverman (1989) and Hirsch and Rapkin (1986) identity three separate categories
of responsibility-stress experienced by women: (a) personal discord due to ongoing
opposing pressures (b) feeling overwhelmed with multiple responsibilities, and (c)
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fixation with various responsibilities. Kelly and Voydanoff (1985), Mikolaj and Boggs
(1991), and Voydanoff (1993) found women who were not married and had young
families had more incidences of strain with their job and family disputers. Nontraditional
female students with limited finances describe greater pressure and more trouble
fulfilling obligations (Patchner, 1982; Sands & Richardson, 1984). In addition,
considerations for nontraditional female students may include the number of children in
the home (Schmidt & Scott, 1986), what they are studying, and what their attendance is
with school and work (Koeske & Koeske, 1989).
Home (1998) found nontraditional female students who had young children who
were not autonomous stated feeling burdened and described greater tension. This is
because, no matter what role a woman occupies, as a mother she is expected to care for
the children (Baines, Evans, & Neysmith, 1992), it is no wonder women feel conflicted
when their child becomes ill and they have exams to take at school. It becomes
problematic when nontraditional female students are required to address multiple
pressing issues. Home’s (1998) study indicated that
distance education and higher income decrease conflict by enabling women either to
postpone one demand or to replace themselves temporarily in one role. Mothers of
school-aged children have difficulty attending late afternoon or evening classes
designed for students with full time jobs. (p. 95)
Thomas’s (2001) study of Black reentry women found that “63.1% cited
balancing multiple roles and time pressures as their biggest challenge while trying to
interface their various life roles. Furthermore, seventy-four percent of the respondents
reported a conflict between raising children and continuing their education” (p. 144).
Johnson-Bailey (1998) found Black reentry women’s home and life responsibilities
remained the same even though they were in school. If nontraditional female students do
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not have support, they will not succeed and inevitably will not continue their education
(Lewis, 1988).
Mohoney and Anderson (1988) found that nontraditional female students often
face multiple obligations with family, job, and now school which often makes this added
responsibility as student hard for them to adjust to. Read, Elliot, Escobar, and Slaney
(1988) found another interesting concept in their study of reentry women 25 years of age
and older: that the various responsibilities of nontraditional female students have caused
them anxiety or cause them to blame themselves for coming to school. Furthermore,
Johnson et al. (2000) found that “in a survey of 350 adult female students, that 84% of
the women were responsible for children in the home and suggested that one of the most
pressing concerns among students who are parents is child care” (p. 292).

Theoretical Perspectives on Nontraditional Female Students
Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman started their joint endeavors at the end of the
1970s when they started the first of three elaborate, cross-sectional investigations of
anxiety and survival in mature people in different stages of life (Lazarus & Folkman,
1987). Their research on transactional analysis informs the variables in this study by
providing a foundation for understanding how human beings respond to stress and
methods they utilize to cope with their problems. Nontraditional female students cope in
a variety of ways in reaction to multiple stressors in their lives. Problem-focused,
emotion-focused, and meaning-focused coping provide a framework in which to
categorize the phenomena of coping.
The coping strategies that were the lowest for nontraditional female students in
this study were a “means of getting help” and “negative coping skills.” Problem-focused
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coping can provide solutions for nontraditional female students as they seek help either
from a professional or from supportive family and friends. Meaning-focused coping can
be very instrumental for nontraditional female students as they seek to dismiss their
negative thinking by remembering why they sought to go back to school in the first place.
This is where hope and positive thinking can be beneficial to them in difficult times.
Minority nontraditional female students deal with racism and discrimination on a
regular basis that white female students may not encounter. Utilizing problem-focused
coping is helpful to minorities to learn how to handle their problems as it relates to doing
something constructive in handling acts of discrimination. Some minority nontraditional
female students may utilize emotion-focused coping as a means to vent their frustrations
to people in their support system. However, meaning-focused coping can be helpful in
assisting nontraditional female students find peace as they examine their reasons for
going back to school and for maintaining hopefulness in the presence of disappointments.
This theoretical model provides a framework for addressing how nontraditional
female students with children handle the difficult responsibilities of being a parent and
going to school simultaneously. There are additional challenges for those nontraditional
female students who are single mothers and who have to concern themselves with
finances, childcare, and possibly a limited support system. Those nontraditional female
students who are married may or may not have support from their spouse. Some
nontraditional female students reported receiving emotional and tangible support from
their spouse. Problem-focused coping may be utilized in order to solve everyday
problems.
Completing a degree can, in the long run, help nontraditional female students
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make more money which can provide them with a more stable future. There are multiple
obstacles that nontraditional female students face along the way. It takes fortitude to
complete one’s education. Sometimes nontraditional female students do not recognize the
real cost of a college education which is both financial and emotional. Problem-focused
coping can assist in this area as nontraditional female students endeavor to make realistic
plans for how to pay not only for their education, but for all the expenses that they will
incur. Meaning-focused coping can also help as nontraditional female examine the
reasons why they are attending school in the first place. It is beneficial for nontraditional
female students to find meaning in pursing an education. At the onset, the challenges may
appear to outweigh the benefits, so finding a way to attach some meaning, even from the
beginning, is important and valuable. Thomas (2001) found that Black, returning
nontraditional female students in her study did not hesitate to counsel other adult, Black
female students to go back to school without postponement. The majority sincerely felt
that the repayment for returning to school greatly surpassed the actual and urgent
schedule limitations and contending stressors.
Older adult female nontraditional students tend to exhibit better coping strategies
than younger nontraditional female students. Teaching nontraditional female students
how to use problem-focused coping early in the educational process can be of benefit to
them on their journey. It is with this theoretical framework that meaning-focused coping
can assist those nontraditional female students with finding meaning for what they are
attempting to accomplish while providing them with practical tools to use such as hope
and positive thinking.
Vigilant anticipatory coping informs the variables in this study by providing a
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framework which is helpful in viewing how different ethnic groups cope with stressors
they face not only in higher education, but in life in general. Numerous researchers have
hypothesized that prolonged pressure is a significant factor of cultural/racial differences
in physical condition, including high blood pressure (Geronimus, Bound, Keene, &
Hicken, 2007; Sternthal, Slopen, & Williams, 2011). Their research depicts the
physiological as well as the emotional reactions produced by these occurrences of
hypervigilance and the relevant information that this provides, not for nontraditional
female students, but to the institutions that educate them. Vigilant anticipatory coping can
assist nontraditional female students to react in a nonthreatening manner. However, the
downside is that vigilant anticipatory coping often leads people to internalize their
frustrations which can lead to unhealthy biological responses which then trigger health
issues such as hypertension.
Some nontraditional female students may be coming to academia to improve their
lives or to become financially stable and this transition may be for them a time that tests
their ability to manage stress. Nontraditional female students may not anticipate the
numerous financial expenses that go along with attending college. It will be even more
taxing for those nontraditional female students who are single mothers. There will be
multiple costs for them to consider depending upon the age of the child or children.
Younger minority nontraditional female students may be ill-prepared for the college life
and, depending upon how well they performed in high school, it could prove a challenge
for them as they seek to navigate the educational system. Minorities may have high rates
of hypertension and other health problems due to internalizing their stress instead of
finding other means by which to vent their frustrations.
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There have been studies which have stated that adult students are more apt to be
conscientious regarding learning for learning’s sake in contrast to younger learners
(Eppler, Carsen-Plentl, & Harju, 2000; Morris et al., 2003). These contrasts have been
noted in the experience of those faced with considerable obstacles, like managing
numerous obligations and perhaps not having their relatives’ loving encouragement
regarding academic goals (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Chartrand, 1990; HustonHoburg & Strange, 1986). Younger nontraditional female students may find it difficult to
utilize problem-solving coping as they seek to maintain balance in their lives. The
literature cites emotion-focused coping as the strategy utilized the most by younger
nontraditional female students. Emotion-focused coping may be utilized more by this
group of nontraditional female students due to where they are in their maturation process.
Erik Erikson described young adulthood as the stage of identity versus identity confusion.
Regarding this process, Ashford and LeCroy (2013) have stated that the “two most
critical development tasks during the age of young adulthood are economic independence
and independent decision making. Adulthood is seen as reaching maturity, leaving home,
and taking on new responsibilities” (p. 492).
Minorities often experience discrimination and racism as they matriculate in
academia. However, for minority nontraditional female students there seems to be
another layer of consideration that must be given when looking at the connection between
coping and dealing with racism and discrimination. Some African-American female
students in college have abandoned the traditional concept that academic success, seeing
it as existing just for Caucasians (Ogbu, 1992).
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The following section outlines some coping strategies used by nontraditional
female students that the literature highlights.

Coping Strategies Used by Nontraditional Female Students
Studies have indicated that nontraditional female students utilize emotion-focused
and problem-solving coping to handle challenges (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Another
coping strategy used by nontraditional female students is avoidance-oriented coping,
where a person endeavors to evade a demanding circumstance by substituting that tense
circumstance with another circumstance (diversion) or by looking for people (Parker &
Endler, 1992). Utsey et al. (2000) found that African-American women utilized the
coping behaviors of seeking social support considerably more than African-American
men. This study further indicated that when African American women were in situations
of racial discrimination, they often used avoidance coping strategies, more than problemsolving coping techniques, or in seeking social support strategies.
A qualitative study done by Johnson-Bailey (1998) found that Black women
utilized several different coping mechanisms that they identified as “silence, negotiation,
and resistance. These were not new strategies; over the course of living the women had
used them to survive or to succeed” (p. 43). In interviews with respondents they
expressed their experience of being Black in America. This view is what DuBois
(1903/1953) termed “double consciousness” (p. 3).
Nontraditional female students have numerous responsibilities which often leads
them to be more goal-directed regarding the many tasks they must accomplish. In
addition to this, their level of experience enhances the probability of their being more
flexible in their situation and being interested in their studies because of the importance
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of that goal (Morris et al., 2003). Support for nontraditional female students is very
important to their academic success. Studies have shown the importance of increased
support (Home, 1993, 1997; Kaswarm, 1990; Rice, 1982), enhanced educational
achievement, and belief in one’s ability to be successful (Home, 1997; 1998; Kell & VanDeursen, 2000; Kevern, Ricketts, & Webb, 1999; Leavitt, 1989; McCue-Herliby, 1997;
Novak & Thacker, 1991; Ofori, 2000) are sometimes the individual and educational
compensation for adult female students who attend delay their education.
Brazier (1998) was instrumental in revealing that time organization, working as a
team and the use of a support group produced healthier survival skills when there were
struggles with relatives and class assignments. Furthermore, additional research by
Giancola et al. (2009) found that occupation strain might account for a larger part of
family or school strain for adult students. It is because of these issues that nontraditional
female students utilize more duty directed managing which concentrates on the issue.
Some examples of handling stressors comprised hiring someone to assist them with the
subject matter, having additional review periods, or finding additional means to resolve
the issue. The literature indicated that adult students state they use more productive
survival approaches, such as organizing, and fewer nonproductive tactics, such as
avoidance and drug or alcohol misuse (Giancola et al., 2009).
Resilience is another coping strategy that can be useful to nontraditional female
students. Resilience could be the interceding influence amid the difficulties of college
experience and educational accomplishment (Munro & Pooley, 2009). Furthermore, it is
important for nontraditional female students to know to whom they can talk about
problems and how to contact those individuals when they need encouragement (Bewick,
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Koustsopoulou, Miles, Slaa, & Barkham, 2010).
Giancola et al. (2009) outlined that
two categories of coping behaviors are included: maladaptive and adaptive coping.
Adaptive coping behaviors are those that lead to constructive, healthy psychosocial
and physical outcomes for the individual. Conversely, maladaptive coping have a
negative impact. Four types each of positive and negative coping strategies: adaptive
(viz., positive reinterpretation, instrumental social support, active coping, and
planning) and maladaptive (viz., venting, denial, behavioral disengagement, and
substance use. (p. 249)
The following section portrays the conclusion derived from the literature review
on coping strategies of nontraditional female students in higher education.

Conclusion
It appears that this trend of nontraditional female students in higher education will
continue for a while. These nontraditional female students are 25 years and older and
many of them are attending for the first time. Some of these students are reentry students
and may present with challenges. Johnson-Bailey (1998) found in her study of Black
reentry students that these students expressed that their journey was totally different from
that of their Caucasian counterparts. They returned to academia to improve their situation
and that of their family. Furthermore, they hoped that furthering their education would
benefit them in their jobs, but this outcome was doubtful. Nontraditional female students
may be returning to college for a variety of reasons such as switching vocations or
improving their employment abilities. Adults who are leaving their jobs may have
entered college to achieve a lifetime goal in completing an initial or terminal degree. Still
some nontraditional females want to acquire additional proficiencies or information
(Hardin, 2008).
There are many challenges that nontraditional female students may face once they
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decide to enter higher education. Resistance may first be felt in their own mind regarding
their own ability to be successful in academia. Miller (2000) supported this premise that
many nontraditional female students enter college fearing they will not succeed. Women
often sabotage their own success by feelings of inadequacy and insecurity. It is these
barriers they must first overcome before tackling a myriad of others. Astin and Kent
(1983) found that, in addition to feelings of inadequacy and insecurity, nontraditional
female students also felt remorseful for putting school ahead of all the other needs of
their loved ones. Some nontraditional female students may be concerned about their
family and work responsibilities and how they will handle all the things they are
responsible for in their lives. Home (1993, 1998) reinforced this point by stating that for
nontraditional female students juggling responsibilities may provide them a source of
pride however, it really does causes stress as a consequence of limited time and energy.
Giancola et al. (2009) discussed similar concerns regarding the overlap of responsibilities
for nontraditional female students. For some adult female students there may be some
sort of change in their lives such as ending a marriage or becoming a widow. Others
attend because their kids are now in school or have left the household. However, in many
circumstances, nontraditional females are arriving in higher education in order to offer
financial assistance for their households (Allen, 1993). For those single nontraditional
female students, there may be a long list of obstacles to tackle before they enter college,
such as finances and childcare. Furthermore, for some nontraditional female students it
may be the only option for them to go to college as they face a major life transition and
for still others, it may be the achievement of a long awaited goal.
Glass and Rose (1994) state one of the common rationales given by nontraditional
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female students for resuming their education is dissolution of marriage. Minority
nontraditional female students may experience fears of how they will be treated by
classmates and professors because of their race. This is added to the experience of being
older and without comrades who are their age in classes. Hardin (2008) stated that older
students sometimes feel lonely once they come to academia, however, Eifler and Potthoff
(1998) reinforce the importance of these students establishing a support system that will
combat those views that goes along with a job move. It is with these decisions that
nontraditional female students enter the uncertain world of academia.
The consideration of how one is to pay for tuition, books, and other necessities
may seem impossible as they consider how to share their decision with love ones and
friends who may or may not be supportive. Corrigan (2003) found this to be the case for
nontraditional female students in making financial decisions regarding their education.
Graham and Donaldson (1999) and Keith (2007) postulate that there are various
situations that can impede nontraditional female students’ educational advancement such
as absence of assistance from her family, along with overlapping obligations, and
home/work duties. Some nontraditional female students feel they are too old to embark
upon such a journey; for others, it provides them with a sense of excitement to know they
are attempting something they thought impossible. However, whatever the circumstance
of the woman, she will face trials that can strengthen her on this unpredictable journey or
test her and cause her to feel she incapable of achieving her dreams.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

The coping strategies used by undergraduate nontraditional females from a private
university and public university were examined in this study. The study also investigated
coping strategies of those of different ethnic groups, from different socioeconomic
groups, age levels, marital status, and having different numbers of children to determine
if there are any differences among the groups who are currently enrolled in the private
and public unversity.
This chapter will focus on the research design used in this study and the methods
and procedure used to collect the data, the population and sample, and the instrument
chosen for this project.

Research Questions
1. What are the coping strategies used by nontraditional female students in
higher education?
2. Are coping strategies related to the ethnicity of nontraditional female
students?
3. Are coping strategies related to the number of children of nontraditional
female students?
4. Are coping strategies related to age groups of nontraditional female students?
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5. Are coping strategies related to income levels of nontraditional female
students?
6. Are coping strategies related to marital status of nontraditional female
students?

Research Design
The study utilized the survey research method in collecting data. Survey research
was used in this study because of its flexibility to explore a variety of problems or
questions. McMillan and Schumacher (2001) stated that survey research is the preferred
research method when the investigator is examining “the incidence, frequency, and
distribution of the characteristics of an identified population. In addition to being
descriptive, surveys can also be used to explore relationships between variables” (p. 304).
This study explores and describes the various coping strategies used by nontraditional
female students in reference to their ethnicity, number of children, age, and marital status.

Population and Sample
The population for this study was undergraduate nontraditional female students
who were 25 years and older who attended the public university, and those who attended
the private university. These institutions were selected based on the proximity to the
researcher and because they represented a public school and a private institution. The
procedure utilized to select subjects was to use the total population of nontraditional
female students at both the private and public university. The data was collected between
November 2012 to April 2013. A letter requesting respondents’ participation in the study
was sent to the eligible sample via email. Respondents who were eligible for participation
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were female and met the age requirement of 25 or older.
This project utilized email as a means to communicate with students about the
possibility of participating in the study. At the private university, the Office of Student
Life sent a letter from the researcher via email requesting respondents to participate by
completing the survey. At the public university the email was sent out by the researchers’
faculty sponsor, Dr. Carolyn Schult, requesting all nontraditional female students age 25
and older to go the URL if they were interested in completing the survey. The survey was
completed on Survey Monkey.
Respondents were eligible for inclusion in the study if they were female and 25
years old and older. Both universities selected respondents based on this criteria and
respondents were requested to participate in the study.
The public university was chosen because of its high percentage of nontraditional
students and because the researcher sought to look at a population of nontraditional
female students who attend a public university. The public university, which is the third
largest institution in the state and had a student population of 8,490 in the Fall 2012, is in
close proximity to where the researcher is attending school, so their inclusion was ideal.
The public university is part of an eight- university system of institutions of higher
learning in the state.
The private university does not have a high nontraditional undergraduate female
student population; however, the university does have a high international student
population. Ethnicity was a factor in this study and this university is considered to be one
of the most diverse universities in the United States.
The total population of undergraduate nontraditional female students of 131
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constitutes .5 percent of the total student population at the private institution. The total
population of undergraduate nontraditional female students of 1,678 constitutes about 20
percent of the total student population at the public institution.

Instrumentation
The CSA was designed to measure coping strategies used by adults. Erica
Frydenberg and Ramon Lewis developed this self-reporting questionnaire consisting of
74 items.
In this study, the “Specific Long Form” of the CSA was used for asking
respondents to identify the coping strategies as it relates to being an undergraduate
nontraditional female student in higher education. The CSA was reviewed by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Andrews University (AU) and Indiana University
South Bend (IUSB) and revisions were made to the instrument. Of these items, 73
structure items reliably assess 18 conceptually and empirically distinct coping strategies.
The five-point Likert scale was revised to (1- don’t do it; 2-used very little; 3-used
sometimes; 4-used often; 5-used a great deal), for this study to address the specific
responses made by respondents. (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1993). There were items that were
revised to meet IRB approval. Item 46 was revised from: Find a way to let off steam: for
example, cry, scream, drink, and take drugs, to find a way to let off steam. The public
university was not comfortable with this item because it involves privacy. Another item
that was not included on the survey was the qualitative question -item #74 which ask
respondents to list any other things they do to cope with their concern/s. Also, not listed
on the survey was the information stating that within this scale are three items, which
were devised primarily for clinical purposes that indicated problems with coping (the Not
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Cope scale). The IRB stated that the information could not be listed as clinical
information on the survey for respondents so it was excluded from the questionnaire.
Permission to use the CSA was obtained through the publisher from the author.
The survey can be found in Appendix A.

Reliability
Test-retest reliability was reported for 25 participants who took a second testing
of the CSA 10 to 14 days after the first administration of the questionnaire. Test-retest
correlations were computed and the items considered were those reaching at least .58 or
higher. Those items with less than adequate test-retest correlations were considered
reliable if at least 80% of the subjects gave responses that were within one point of the
first test response on the second testing (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1997). “Coefficient alpha
reliabilities for the 18 subscales averaged .80. Sound test development has resulted in
excellent overall reliability for the CSA” (Plake, Impara, & Spies, 2003, p .264).
Reliability analyses of the 73 items encompassing the CSA were run and 13 of the 18
subscales had reliabilities of less than .700 and this suggested that some of these
subscales did not hold together and that, perhaps, the dimensionality of the CSA may not
be supported by the data from this particular sample; thus, an exploratory factor analysis
was done.

Validity
The authors did an exploratory factor analysis of the CSA to determine validity of
the instrument. Seventy-three items were subjected to factor analysis. (Frydenberg &
Lewis, 1997). The authors do not provide any concurrent or comparative studies from
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which to reference their results. However, Plake et al. (2003) state that the “CSA does
offer commonsense validity” (p.265). They say, further, that it appears on the surface that
the various scales seem to measure what they are intended to measure in uniquely
separate ways of reacting to demanding situations.

Procedures
The IRB staff was contacted by phone for both universities. A letter outlining the
purpose and nature of the study, and the manner in which the researcher wished to
facilitate the process was submitted to the IRB for both universities.
Written permission to have students complete the questionnaire via Survey
Monkey for public and private university students was obtained from the Student
Enrollment Department at the public university and Student Life Office at the private
university and submitted to the private university IRB for its approval. The public
university required that this researcher have a faculty sponsor from their university. Dr.
Carolyn Schult was the faculty sponsor from the public university. The public university
also required that an application be completed outlining the research project online along
with consent for respondents to agree to participate in the research study. The public
university also required that the certification be completed which was done online.
The private university respondents were sent an email by the Office of Student
Life requesting their participation in the study. Participants received an email outlining
the purpose of the research and requesting their participation in the study. Students were
requested to complete the CSA questionnaire on Survey Monkey. The public university
respondents were emailed the same letter by the faculty sponsor, Carolyn Schult, who
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requested their participation in the study. The study was opened in November for
respondents to take the survey.
The study was initially exempt for both the public and the private university but
became expedited in February to get more participation from the private university
respondents due to the low enrollment of participants. This researcher called the private
university participants via phone requesting their participation in the study.
Specific measures were taken to maintain the confidentiality of data and
respondents’ identity. Respondents were given the option of participating in a random
gift drawing at the end of the survey. Respondents were given the option of submitting a
partially completed or completely blank questionnaire and still be eligible for the $25
gifft card drawing. They were asked to supply their email address in order to have their
names entered into a random drawing for a gift card. Six respondents were selected to
receive a $25 gift card. There was no further attempt to identify individual surveys. The
data was not identifiable in any other manner. And data from individual surveys will not
be reported. Surveys will be part of a database which will be totally anonymous.

Treatment of the Data
There were 541 respondents who completed the survey; however, when the initial
analysis was reviewed there were numerous missing values. These respondents were
excluded from the study due to unanswered questions. The criteria for eliminating
respondents was five percent missing values. The final number of respondents who
participated in the study was 444.
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Analysis Strategies
The following research questions were analyzed using the following statistical
procedures (see Table 1).

Table 1
Research Question Type and Testing
Research
Questions
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Dependent
What are the coping strategies
used by nontraditional
females in higher education?
Are coping strategies related
to the ethnicity of
nontraditional female
students?
Are coping strategies related
to the number of children of
nontraditional female
students?
Are coping strategies related
to age groups of
nontraditional female
students?
Are coping strategies related
to income levels of
nontraditional female
students?
Are coping strategies related
to marital status of
nontraditional female
students?

Independent

Statistical Test
Descriptive Statistics

52

Race

MANOVA
Means and Standard
Deviation

Number of
Children

MANOVA
Means and Standard
Deviation

Age Range

MANOVA
Means and Standard
Deviation

Income Range

MANOVA
Means and Standard
Deviation

Marital Status

MANOVA
Means and Standard
Deviation

Descriptive statistics were used to determine what coping strategies nontraditional
female students used the most and the least in managing everyday life situations.

Summary
This study examined the coping strategies of undergraduate nontraditional female
students from two universities in Southwest Michigan and Northwest Indiana.
Information was obtained by having subjects complete a demographic
questionnaire, consent form, and the CSA survey which were all completed on Survey
Monkey.
The six research questions were presented and the strategies used to answer the
research questions were explained. The instrument used in the study was presented, as
well as the procedure used to conduct the study.
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CHAPTER 4

RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to examine the coping strategies of nontraditional
female students in Southwest Michigan and Northern Indiana. The sample included
nontraditional female students from both a public university and a private university. In
this chapter, participants’ demographic characteristics will be described. Preliminary
analysis of the CSA is presented. Scale similarities between the original study and the
present study are highlighted. Scale statistics, reliability, and inter-correlation information
are presented along with scale, item, and standard deviation information. Results of the
exploratory factor analysis of the coping strategies used by nontraditional female students
are presented followed by analyses of the research questions and summary of the major
findings.

Participant Demographic Characteristics
In terms of school status, two-thirds of the repondents were full-time students
(64%) who were mostly juniors and seniors (75%) and mainly Caucasian (76%). It
should be noted that most of the respondents were returning students (84%)) who were
mainly between the ages of 25 and 44 (82%). Almost half of the respondents were
married (46%); over one-third (35%) of the respondents had no children. It is noteworthy
that 42% of respondents in this study had household incomes of below $20,000. Table 2
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Table 2
Demographic Information
Public (N=381)
N
%
Enrollment Status
Full-Time Student
Part-Time Student
Year in College
Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Student Category
New Student
Returning Student
Age Range
25-29
30-44
45 & above
Missing
Ethnicity
African-American
Caucasian
Other
Missing
Marital Status
Married
Single
Widowed
Separated &
Divorced
Number of Children
None
One
Two
Three or more
Missing
Income Level
Below 20,000
21,000-35,000
36,000 & above
Missing

Private (N=63)
N
%

Total % (n=444)
N
%

233
145

61.2%
38.1%

51
10

81.0%
15.9%

284
155

64.0%
34.9%

34
60
94
193

8.9%
15.7%
24.7%
50.7%

3
10
18
32

4.8%
15.9%
28.6%
50.8%

37
70
112
225

8.3%
15.7%
25.2%
50.6%

56
325

14.7%
85.3%

12
51

19.0%
81.0%

68
376

15.3%
84.7%

113
197
70
1

29.7%
51.7%
18.4%
.2%

23
31
9
-

36.5%
49.2%
14.3%
-

136
228
79
1

30.6%
51.4%
17.8%
.2%

28
313
38
2

7.3%
82.2%
10%
.5%

13
24
26
-

20.6%
38.1%
41.3%
-

41
337
64
-

9.3%
76.2%
14.4%
-

181
117

47.5%
30.7%

26
25

41.3%
39.7%

207
142

46.6%
31.9%

83

21.8%

12

19.0%

95

21.4%

132
83
97
69
-

34.6%
21.8%
25.5%
18.1%
-

27
9
16
10
1

42.9%
14.3%
25.4%
15.9%
1.6%

159
92
113
79
1

35.8%
20.7%
25.5%
17.7%
.2%

146
94
138
3

38.3%
24.7%
36.2%
.8%

43
9
10
1

68.3%
14.3%
15.9%
1.6%

189
103
148
4

42.5%
23.1%
33.2%
.9%
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presents the demographic breakdown highlighting the characteristics of repondents who
participated in the study.
Table 3 highlights the original 19 scales formulated by Frydenberg and Lewis
(1997) and the items that are represented on those scales. The Not Cope scale was not
used in this study since the clinical scale was not approved by the IRB.

Table 3
Items Comprising the 19 Scales of the Coping Scale for Adults
Scale

Items

1. Seek Social Support

1, 17, 59, 71

2. Focus on Solving the Problem

10, 16, 18, 32, 36, 44, 55

3. Work Hard

3, 19, 25

4. Worry

7, 24, 37, 64

5. Improve Relationships

40, 50, 53, 66

6. Wishful Thinking

29, 41, 54, 69

7. Tension Reduction

12, 27, 46, 68

8. Social Action

39, 49, 52, 67

9. Ignore the Problem

2, 58, 65

10. Self-Blame

42, 51, 56, 70

11. Keep to Self

15, 30, 43, 57

12. Seek Spiritual Support

5, 22, 48

13. Focus on the Positive

21, 35, 47, 62

14. Seek Professional Help

6, 23, 61, 72

15. Seek Relaxing Diversion

11, 14, 26, 73

16. Physical Recreation

4, 20, 34

17. Protect Self

8, 13, 31, 38

18. Humor

33, 45, 60

19. Not Cope

9, 28, 63
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Preliminary Analysis of the Coping Scales for Adults
In examining the eighteen scales that were used in this study, an initial analysis of
the CSA indicated that thirteen of the original 18 scales had low reliability estimates
below .700, as shown in Table 4, which suggested that some of these subscales did not
hold together and that, perhaps, the dimensionality of the CSA may not be supported by
the data from this particular sample. There was a need to examine the dimensionality of
the CSA as supported by the data, hence an exploratory factor analysis was done.

Table 4
Eighteen Scales of the Coping Scales for Adults
Mean

SD

Item #

Cronbach’s Alpha

Seek Social Support

12.6

2.8

4

.521

Focus on Solving the Problem

26.8

3.7

7

.691

Work Hard

13.3

1.7

3

.699

Worry

12.7

3.0

4

.580

Improve Relationships

11.2

3.2

4

.565

Wishful Thinking

11.4

2.7

4

.396

Tension Reduction

9.8

2.3

4

.222

Social Action

7.1

2.4

4

.422

Ignore the Problem

6.7

2

3

.401

Self-Blame

12.5

3.5

4

.724

Keep to Self

11.4

2.9

4

.468

Seek Spiritual Support

6.0

2.2

2

.099

Focus on the Positive

12.4

2.6

4

.518

Seek Professional Help

9.1

2.8

4

.318

Seek Relaxing Diversions

13.6

2.5

4

.460

Physical Recreation

6.9

2.7

3

.758

Protect Self

12.6

3.0

4

.707

Humour

9.3

2.5

3

.517

Scale
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Data Screening/Testing Assumptions
The factorability of the 73 item CSA was examined. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy along with Bartlett’s test of sphericity create an
estimated gauge of how suitable the correlations are for factor analysis (Meyers, Gamst,
& Guarino, 2006). The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO)
showed that this intercorrelation matrix was appropriate for factor analysis (KMO =
.816). The Bartlett’s Sphericity Test of sphericity was significant (p < .001),
demonstrating adequate correlation between the variables to continue with the study. The
Bartlett’s Test of Spehericity also showed that the correlation matrix was not an identity
matrix (Bartlett, 1954). To decide the factorability of the R-correlation matrix, the
following measures were used:
(a) verify that the item correlates with at least one other item at > .3. Items were
omitted that did not correlate with one another.
(b) The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sample adequacy criterion was used to
decide if the suggested value of .6 was met. The (KMO = .816) exceeded the suggested
value indicating that there was adequate correlation to run the factor analysis to
determine what factors correlate together to form the scales for coping strategies of
nontraditional female students.
(c) Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity criterion was used to test the hypothesis that the
correlation matrix was an identity matrix. The correlation matrix was factor analyzed as if
it was not an identity matrix, and the significance level less than .05. Bartlett’s Test of
Sphericity shows the researcher that the variables are not significantly correlated (Meyers
et al., 2006).
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(d) Communalities were examined to verify they were all > .3. This would
indicate that each item shares common variance with other items.

Factor Extraction
Factor analysis (Principle Axis Factor [PAF]) was used instead of Principle
Component Analysis (PCA) because PAF uses the shared intersecting variance that is
common among the variables in the analysis. Principle Axis Factor analyzes the
covariance whereas PCA analyzes total variance. Principle Component Analysis focuses
on the overall variance in the data set.

Number of Factors Retained
Two primary extraction criterion methods were used in this study, the use of fixed
number of factors and the scree plot (Cattell, 1966). Costello and Osborne (2005)
ascertained that the scree test is the finest option for researchers to use. It involves
assessing the point of the bend and retaining the factors above this point.

Rotation of Factors
Factor rotation is used to condense and explain the data configuration. Rotation
does not perfect the fundamental characteristics of the analysis, such as the amount of
variance removed from the items. An oblique procedure was utilized since it does not
require that the factors remain uncorrelated in the rotation process (Meyers et al., 2006).
The rotation used for the analysis was direct oblimin in order to allow for greater
correlation among the factors.
Costello and Osborne (2005) stated that “behavior is rarely partitioned into neatly
packaged units that function independently of one another” (p. 3). This is not the case
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with orthogonal rotation where the factors are uncorrelated. Oblique rotations permit the
factors to correlate with one another. The pattern matrix was analyzed for distinctive
factor loadings.

Identification of Items in Each Factor
The oblique rotation produces two matrices, the Pattern Matrix and the Structure
Matrix. Tabachnick and Fidell (2001) assert:
The loading in the pattern matrix is not correlational but a measure of the unique
relationship between the factor and the variable; because factors correlate the
correlations between the variables and factors (available in the structure matrix) are
inflated by overlap between the factors. A variable may correlate with one factor
through its correlation with another factor rather than directly. Actually, the reason
for interpretation of the pattern matrix rather than the structure matrix is pragmaticit’s easier. The difference between high and low loadings is more apparent in the
pattern matrix than the structure matrix. (p. 625)
So, in this study, a pattern matrix was used and items > .3 was the criterion for
inclusion for an item.

Results of the Factor Analysis
There were 19 components with eigenvalues greater than one suggesting a
nineteen factor solution, however, the rotation failed to converge in 25 iterations so a
pattern matrix was not produced. The analyses was run at 150 iterations and based on the
results of the scree plot fixed factors solutions were used which produced a pattern
matrix. Based on this criterion, fixed factor solutions were run for eight-factor solution,
seven-factor solution, six factor solution, and five factor solution.
An eight-factor solution was run, along with a seven-factor solution, a six-factor
solution, and a five-factor solution all with oblique rotation. Based on this analysis, I
decided that the seven-factor solution was the best and most meaningful.
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First reviewed was a fixed eight-factor model with oblique rotation as indicated
by the scree plot method. The fixed eight-factor model explained 38.36 % of variance
however, it was not chosen because there was overlap with two of the factors which
basically covered the same concept of getting help and connecting with other people who
have the same problem.
A fixed seven-factor model with oblique rotation was run. In the seven-factor
model, 35.96 % of the total variance is explained. Table 5 shows the number of items
with communalities > .3.The fixed seven-factor model was chosen for this analysis
because it explained 35.96 % of the variance and the model had solid loadings that
depicted a more comprehensive coverage of the concepts which included the importance
of working to succeed while being faced with self-defeating behaviors.
The fixed seven-factor model with oblique rotation indicates students using
healthy coping strategies while also using negative coping skills to address their
problems, but finding positive ways to cope by getting help from people when needed.
Furthermore, nontraditional females indicated that they often do not use proactive, selfcare measures to stay fit or to improve their self-image. These factors all provided a more
comprehensive picture of the coping strategies used by the nontraditional female student
population in this study indicating that positive and negative coping strategies were used
in this study. The oblique rotation appeared to be the best solution based on the solid
reliability estimates and on the fact that the factors were strongly correlated.
Next examined was a fixed six-factor solution model with oblique rotation. The
fixed six-factor model explained 33.58 % of the variance however, the reliability estimate
was low (.590) on the sixth factor. The items were different concepts which presented a
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mixed view of the concept that this scale would represent.
A fixed five-factor model with oblique rotation was examined. The five-factor
model explained 30.86% of the variance in this model. However, the factor covered some
of the coping strategy concepts but lacked some of the general themes included in the
fixed seven-factor model. Table 6 presents the factor loadings, communalities, and
percent variances.

Table 5
Commonalities and Percentage of Explained Variance, CSA
Model
5-Factor Model
6-Factor Model
7-Factor Model
8-Factor Model

Commonalities > .3
39 of 72
45 of 72
47 of 72
51 of 72

% of Explained Variance
30.86
33.58
35.96
38.36

Naming the Factors
Seven factors emerged from the exploratory factor analysis for the CSA which
addresses coping strategies used by nontraditional female students in higher education.
The process of naming factors emerged through reviewing the content of the items that
loaded onto the same factor, and classifying mutual ideas from the factor loadings. The
top items were reviewed to examine similarities or differences of the concept.
Correlations that cross loaded were included if they were > .3 or greater:
although, most of the time it was much greater that > .3. The pattern coefficients for each
factor were studied thoroughly to ensure that the name for each factor characterized the
concept of the scale. The pattern matrix was selected over the structure matrix because it
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Table 6
Factor Loading, Commonalities (h2), and Percentage of Variance
Item
Solving the problem
Focus on what’s important
Put effort into my work
Develop a plan of action
Work hard
I get stressed out and despair
Assess the situation
What am I doing/why
Try to have a cheerful outlook
Try to keep up with work
Look on the bright side
Improve relationship with others
Imagine things working out well
Daydream things turning out well
Tell jokes
I suffer head/stomach aches
Make time for leisure
Try to make close friends
More time with significant other
Ways of dealing with problem
Keep long term goals clear (R)

F1a
.683
.634
.602
.595
.582
.570
.565
.549
.475
.469
.415

F2

F3

F4

F5

F6

F7

-.352
.580
.535
.481
.468
.463
.462
.461
.461
.401

.358

.633

Worry about what is happening
Cry or scream
Worry about my future
Criticize myself
Worry about my happiness
Don’t share my problems
I get sick (head/stomach ache)
Hope problem will self-solve
Separate from problem to avoid it
Blame myself
See myself as being at fault
Get annoyed at myself
What will happen to me
Consciously block out the problem
Ask a professional for help
Don’t let others know my feelings
Take frustrations out on others
Put the problem out of mind
Keep feelings to myself (R)
Talk /give each other support
Wish a miracle would happen
Keep worries to self
What will others do in my place (R)
Spend time with close friends (R)
Find way to let off steam (R)
Make time for friends/family (R)
Find a way to relax (music/book) (R)
Discuss problem with professional (R)

.624
.592
.583
.583
.564
.557
.519
.490
.435
.863
.820
.739
.607
.544
.527
.482
.449
.360

-.409

-.340

.654
.644
.621
.620
.551
.463
.445
.364
.323
.763
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h2
.490
.490
.345
.499
.344
.410
.396
.309
.505
.247
.458
.514
.291
.337
.230
.293
.379
.291
.245
.192
.566
.449
.425
.403
.459
.351
.350
.292
.263
.368
.754
.680
.548
.370
.398
.296
.414
.217
.220
.473
.517
.400
.546
.324
.330
.477
.326
.334
.568

Table 6—Continued.
Item
Ask professional for help (R)
Talk to others about concern (R)
Get support from others (R)
Join with people w/ same concern (R)
Meetings that look at the problem (R)
Form group to deal with concern (R)
Keep fit and healthy
Improve my appearance
Work on my self-image
Go for a workout at the gym
Play sport
Organize an action or petition
Positive self-talk
Protect my self-esteem
Pray for help and guidance

F1a

F3

F4

F5

.307
.372

F6
.659
.565
.508
.487
.466
.338

F7

-.658
-.613
-.548
-.498
-.407
-.371
-.367
-.349
-.312

.330

11.73

Percent of Variance

F2

6.75

4.81

4.31

3.57

2.62

h2
.419
.464
.459
.449
.248
.202
.527
.404
.440
.270
.186
.183
.386
.306
.101

2.18

a

Note. Factor Labels: F1 - Work at Succeeding; F2 - Healthy Coping Strategies;
F3 - Self-Defeating Behaviors; F4 - Negative Coping Skills; F5 - Positive Ways to Cope;
F6 - Means of Getting Help; F7 - Proactive Self-Care; *R - Reverse Coded Items.

is an example of distinctive correlations which is not affected by the similarity between
the components (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Three colleagues who are experts in this
area but not associated with this study were requested to examine the subscales to give
input with the naming of the factors.
Factor 1: The first subscale, “work at succeeding,” encompasses the construct of
“working hard,” “working at solving the problem,” and “developing a plan of action.”
This scale focuses on students’ looking on the “bright side” of things and focusing on
what is most important. “Work at succeeding” (eigenvalue = 9.03) accounted for 11.73
percent of the variance and had eleven items. The factor loadings ranged from .415 to
.683 and Table 6 shows the loadings (those > than .3) for this factor. There was one
cross-loading on factor one, “look on the ‘bright side’” (.415), with factor seven (-.352),
“proactive self-care.” Factor seven was characterized by behaviors which foster an
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individual to take care actively of one’s self emotionally and physically. “Look on the
‘bright side’” is included on factor one because it aligns better with the other items on the
factor “work at succeeding.” “Proactive self-care was a factor where nontraditional
female students did not do well in utilizing these coping strategies.
Factor 2: The second subscale, “healthy coping strategies,” focuses on students’
developing healthy coping strategies for solving their problems. This includes improving
their relationships with others and making time for leisure activities. “Healthy coping
strategies” (eigenvalue = 5.42) represented 6.75 of the variance percent and had nine
items. The loadings ranged from .401 to .580 and Table 6 shows the significant loadings
for this factor. There was a cross-loading with “daydream things turning out well” (.481)
with factor four, “negative copings skills” (.358). The “negative coping skills” factor will
be discussed later. The item “daydream things turning out well” was included on the
“healthy coping strategy” factor because it showed the process of resolving conflicts
using positive methods.
Factor 3: A third subscale emerged, “self-defeating behaviors,” which addresses
how students worry about the future, shut themselves off from the problem, and get sick
with headaches or stomach aches. “Self-defeating behaviors” (eigenvalue = 4.08)
accounted for 4.81 percent of the variance and had ten items. The loadings ranged from
.435 to .633 and Table 6 shows the significant loadings (those > than .3) for this factor.
Factor 4: The fourth subscale included items depicting where the person sees
herself as being at fault, taking her frustrations out on other people, and asking for
professional help. This fourth subscale was named “negative coping skills.” “Negative
coping skills” (eigenvalue = 3.68) explained 4.31 percent of the variance and had nine
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items. The loadings ranged from .360 to .863 and Table 6 shows the significant loadings
(those > than .3) for this factor. There were two cross-loading on the “negative coping
skills” factor (.482): the “don’t let others know my feeling” item which cross-loaded with
subscale six, “means of getting help” factor (-.340). The second cross-loading on the
negative coping factor was “daydream things turning out well” (.358) with factor two,
“healthy coping strategies” (.481).
Factor 5: The fifth subscale focused on talking to others to see what they would
do if they had the problem, spending time with close friends, and finding ways to let off
steam. The subscale was named “positive ways to cope.” “Positive ways to cope”
(eigenvalue = 3.18) represented 3.57 percent of the variance and had nine items. The
loadings ranged from .323 to .654 and Table 6 shows the significant loadings (those >
than .3) for this factor. The positive loadings depict coping strategies used to cope
positively with problems which nontraditional female students may encounter. For
example, “what would others do in my place” (.551), “spend time with friends” (.463),
and “find a way to let off steam” (.445). There was one cross-loading on factor five,
“positive ways to cope,” with “keep my worries to myself” (.620), which cross-loaded
with factor three, “self-defeating behaviors” factor (-.409). This item was included on
factor five, “positive ways to cope,” because it focuses on ways used to cope with
problems in a positive manner which could depict ways that nontraditional female
students use problem solving coping mechanisms to solve problems.
Factor 6: The sixth subscale looks at ways to cope by asking a professional for
help, going to meetings which look at the problem, and getting support from others such
as parents or friends. This subscale was named “means of getting help” because of these
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attributes. “Means of getting help” (eigenvalue = 2.52) accounted for 2.62 percent of the
variance and had seven items. The loadings ranged from .338 to .763 and Table 6 shows
the significant loadings (those > than .3) for this factor. The loadings depict coping
strategies used to reach out to others because of a person’s inability to solve problems
independently. For example, “discuss problem with professional” (.763), “ask
professional for help” (.659), and “talk to others about concern” (.565). There were three
cross-loading items on the sixth factor, “means of getting help.” Item “don’t let others
know my feelings” (-.340), cross-loaded with factor four, “negative coping skills,” on the
same item (.482). This item was included on factor four, “negative coping skills” factor.
Another item that cross-loaded on the “means of getting help” scale was “get support
from others” (.508), and this item also loaded on factor two, “healthy coping strategies”
factor (.307). This item was included on factor six, “means of getting help,” because it
represented looking for ways to reach out to others in order to solve their problems. The
last item that cross-loaded on the “means of getting help” was the item “join with people
with the same concern” (.487), which cross-loaded on factor two, “healthy coping
strategies” factor (.372). This item was included on factor six, “means of getting help,”
because it describes a way to reach out actively to others to deal with personal problems.
Factor 7: The seventh subscale was characterized by behaviors which actively
lead to taking care of oneself emotionally and physically. These qualities focus on coping
strategies that focus on helping one stay positive. This subscale was named “proactive
self-care” because of these traits. “Proactive self-care” (eigenvalue = 2.22) accounted for
2.18 percent of the variance and had nine items. The loadings ranged from -.312 to -.658
and Table 6 shows the loadings for this factor. There were two cross-loadings on factor
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seven, “proactive self-care” (-.367), with factor one, “work at succeeding” factor (.330),
on the item “positive self-talk,” and the second cross loading with factor one, “work at
succeeding,” and factor seven (.352), the “proactive self-care” on the item “look on the
bright side” (.415).
The eighteen scales in Table 4 presented similar themes as the final seven coping
strategies. For instance, “seek social support” and “seek professional help” was
equivalent to “means of getting help” on the seven fixed factor scale. Another scale that
was similar was “focus on solving the problem” and “focus on the positive” which was
similar to “healthy coping” and “positive ways to cope.” The scale “work hard” matched
up with “work at succeeding” scale. “Worry,” “ignore the problem,” “self-blame,” and
“keep to self” were also equivalent to “self-defeating behaviors” on the seven fixed factor
scale. Another match-up was “tension reduction,” “seek relaxing diversions,” and
“physical recreation,” which were similar to “proactive self-care” on the seven fixed
factor scale. A correlation analysis was run to see if there was a linear relationship among
the variables. Table 7 shows little if any (.003) relationship to low positive (.438)
relationships among the variables.
Table 8 shows the seven factors derived from the exploratory factor analysis
along with the mean and standard deviation. The skewness statistics indicate that this is a
normal distribution. This scale is based on a 5-point scale.
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Table 7
Scale Statistics, Reliability, and Inter-correlation

Table 8
Coping Strategies Used by Nontraditional Female Students
Factors

N

Mean

SD

Skewness: Statistic

Work at succeeding
Positive ways to cope

444
444

4.08
3.31

.54
.67

-.538
-.256

Healthy coping strategies

444

3.01

.65

-.037

Self-defeating behaviors
Proactive self-care
Negative coping skills

444
444
444

2.83
2.74
2.63

.73
.64
.75

.329
.149
.326

Means of getting help

444

2.14

.70

.512

Research Questions
1. What are the coping strategies used by nontraditional female students in
higher education?
2. Are coping strategies related to ethnicity of nontraditional female students?
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3. Are coping strategies related to the number of children of nontraditional

female students?
4. Are coping strategies related to age groups of nontraditional female students?
5. Are coping strategies related to income levels of nontraditional
femalestudents?
6. Are coping strategies related to marital status of nontraditional female
students?

Research Question 1
What are the coping strategies used by nontraditional female students in higher
education?
As reported earlier (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies, “work at
succeeding,” which encompasses the construct of “working hard,” “working at solving
the problem,” and “developing a plan of action (M = 4.08), was the most used by non
traditional female students in this study. Table 9 shows the means and standard deviations
of the items that define this coping strategy. Used often are specific strategies such as
“work hard” (M = 4.48), “put effort into my work” (M = 4.43), “keep up with work as
required” (M = 4.35) and “work at solving the problems to the best of my ability” (M =
4.25). However, to a lesser extent, “having a cheerful outlook on life” (M = 3.73) and
“looking on the bright side of things/think of all that is good” (M = 3.54) were also used
often.

70

Table 9
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Work at Succeeding
Item
Work Hard
Put effort into my work
Keep up with work as required
Work at solving the problems to the best of my ability
Focus on what’s most important
I get stressed out and despair
Assess the situation
Think about what I am doing and why
Develop a plan of action
Try to have a cheerful outlook on life
Look on the bright side of things and think of all that is good
Total Scale

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
4.48
4.43
4.35
4.25
4.16
4.12
3.94
3.92
3.88
3.73
3.54
4.07

SD
.66
.71
.78
.75
.80
.94
.84
.87
.90
.93
1.04
.83

Previously mentioned (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies, “positive ways
to cope” (M = 3.31) focused on “talking to others to see what they would do if they had
the problem,” “spending time with close friends,” and “finding ways to let off steam” and
was used sometimes as a coping strategy by nontraditional female students. Table 10
shows the means and standard deviations of the items that define this coping strategy.
Used often are specific strategies as “find ways to relax,” for example, “listen to music,
read a book” (M = 3.69), “make time for friends or family” (M = 3.60), and “talk to
others and give each other support” (M = 3.51). By comparison, “find a way to let off
steam” (M = 3.43), “keep others from knowing what is worrying me” (M = 3.06), and
“talk to others to see what they would do it they had a problem” (M = 3.02), were used
sometimes by nontraditional female students. A coping strategy used to a lesser degree—
sometimes—was “keep my feelings to myself” (M = 2.97).
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Table 10
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Positive Ways to Cope
Item
Find a way to relax; for ex. Listen to music, read a book (R)
Make time for friends and family (R)
Talk to others and give each other support (R)
Find a way to let off steam (R)
Wish a miracle would happen
Spend time with close friends (R)
Keep others from knowing what is worrying me
Talks to others to see what they would do if they had the
problem (R)
Keep my feelings to myself
Total Scale
Note. R stands for Reverse Coded Items.

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
3.69
3.60
3.51
3.43
3.40
3.08
3.06

SD
1.06
.93
1.03
1.03
1.12
1.04
1.16

444

3.02

1.13

444
444

2.97
3.31

1.12
1.06

As stated before (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies,“Healthy coping
strategies” (M = 3.01), which focuses on students’ developing healthy coping strategies
for solving their problems, was used sometimes as a coping strategy for nontraditional
female students. Table 11 shows the means and standard deviations of the items that
define this coping strategy. Used often was the specific strategy “think of different ways
to solve the problem” (M = 3.65). Specific coping strategies as “imagine that things will
work out well” (M = 3.32), “make time for leisure activities” (M = 3.17), “spend time
with husband/wife/boy/girlfriend” (M = 2.83), and “tell jokes” (M = 2.77), were
sometimes used. However, to a lesser degree, “try to make close friends with a guy or
girl, husband or wife” (M = 2.44) was used very little.
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Table 11
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Healthy Coping Strategies
Item
Think of different ways of dealing with the problem
Imagine that things will work out well
Make time for leisure activities
Improve my relationship with others
I suffer headaches or stomach aches
Daydream about how things will turn out well
Spend time with husband/wife/boy/girlfriend
Tell jokes
Try to make close friends with a guy or girl. Husband or wife
Total Scale

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
3.65
3.32
3.17
3.01
2.99
2.89
2.83
2.77
2.44
3.00

SD
.93
1.09
1.05
1.07
.95
1.30
1.28
1.24
1.22
1.12

As reported earlier (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies, “self-defeating
behaviors” (M = 2.83), which addresses how students worry about the future, shut
themselves off from the problem, and get sick with headaches or stomach aches, was
used sometimes as a coping strategy for nontraditional female students. Table 12 shows
the means and standard deviations of the items that depict this coping strategy. Used
often was the specific strategy of “worry about my future” (M = 3.66), while “worry
about what is happening” (M = 3.41), “keep my long term goals clear” (M = 3.01), and
“hope that the problem will sort itself out” (M = 2.58) were used sometimes. To a much
lesser extext, “cry or scream” (M = 2.46), and “shut myself off from the problem so that I
can avoid it” (M = 2.10) were used very little.
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Table 12
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Self-Defeating Behaviors
Item
Worry about my future
Worry about what is happening
Keep my long term goals clear (R)
Criticize myself
I get sick, for ex. Headache, stomach
Don’t share my problems with other people
Worry about my happiness
Hope that the problem will sort itself out
Cry or scream
Shut myself off from the problem so that I can avoid it
Total Scale
Note. R stands for Reverse Coded Items.

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
3.66
3.41
3.01
3.00
2.72
2.67
2.64
2.58
2.46
2.10
2.82

SD
1.19
1.08
1.05
1.14
1.38
1.17
1.12
1.05
1.03
1.04
1.12

Previously mentioned (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies, “proactive selfcare” (M = 2.74) was characterized by behaviors which actively lead to taking care of
oneself emotionally and physically; it was used sometimes as a coping strategy for
nontraditional female students. Table 13 show the means and standard deviations of the
items that depict this coping strategy. Used sometimes are specific strategies as “positive
self-talk” (M = 3.33), “protect my self-esteem” (M = 3.25) and “pray for help and
guidance so that everything will be all right (M = 3.04, although, to a lesser degree, “go
for a workout at the gym” (M = 2.15), “organize an action or petition regarding my
concern” (M = 2.11), and “play sport” (M = 1.76) were used very little.
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Table 13
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Proactive Self-Care
Item
Positive self-talk
Protect my self-esteem
Pray for help and guidance so that everything will be all right
Work on my self-image
Improve my appearance
Keep fit and healthy
Go for a workout at the gym
Organize an action or petition regarding my concern
Play sport
Total Scale

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
3.33
3.25
3.04
2.99
2.99
2.96
2.15
2.11
1.76
2.73

SD
1.03
1.07
1.50
.99
.96
1.11
1.14
1.18
1.05
1.11

Mentioned earlier (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies, the “negative
coping skills” (M = 2.63) subscale included items depicting where the person sees herself
as being at fault, taking her frustrations out on other people, and asking for professional
help. This was mentioned sometimes as a coping strategy for nontraditional female
students. Table 14 shows the means and standard deviations of the items that depict this
coping strategy. Specific coping strategies such as “get annoyed at myself” (M = 3.10),
“worry about what will happen to me” (M = 3.01) and “blame yourself” (M = 2.85) were
used sometimes, although, to a lesser extent, “put the problem out of my mind” (M =
2.42), “consciously block out the problem” (M=2.20), and “take frustrations out on
others” (M = 2.03) were used very little.
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Table 14
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Negative Coping Skills
Item
Get annoyed at myself
Worry about what will happen to me
Blame yourself
Don’t let others know how I am feeling
See myself as being at fault
Ask a professional person for help
Put the problem out of my mind
Consciously block out the problem
Take frustrations out on others
Total Scale

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
3.10
3.01
2.85
2.79
2.67
2.60
2.42
2.20
2.03
2.63

SD
1.15
1.12
1.25
1.17
1.22
1.28
.92
1.09
.94
1.12

As reported earlier (see Table 8) in the seven coping strategies, the “means of
getting help” (M = 2.14) subscale looks at ways to cope by asking a professional for help,
going to meetings which look at the problem, and getting support from others such as
parents or friends. This was the least used of the coping strategies by nontraditional
female students. Table 15 shows the means and standard deviations of the items that
depict this coping strategy. Specific strategies as “get support from others as parents of
friends” (M = 3.11) and “talk to other people about my concern to help sort it out” (M =
2.93) were used sometimes, while, to a lesser extent, “discuss the problem with qualified
people” (M = 2.08), “join with people who have the same concern” (M = 2.06), and “go
to meetings which look at the problem” (1.53) were used very little.
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Table 15
Scale and Item Mean and Standard Deviation: Means of Getting Help
Item
Get support from others such as parents or friends (R)
Talk to other people about my concern to help sort it out (R)
Discuss the problem with qualified people (R)
Join with people who have the same concern (R)
Ask a professional person for help (R)
Go to meetings which look at the problem (R)
Organize a group to deal with my concern (R)
Total Scale
Note. R stands for Reverse Coded Items.

N
444
444
444
444
444
444
444
444

Mean
3.11
2.93
2.08
2.06
1.88
1.53
1.37
2.09

SD
1.18
1.12
1.18
1.05
1.07
.88
.78
1.03

A one-way Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted to
examine the relationship between the two universities and the set of seven coping
strategies of “work at succeeding,” “positive ways to cope,” “healthy coping strategies,”
“self-defeating behaviors,” “proactive self-care,” “negative coping skills,” and “means of
getting help.”
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) MANOVA was used for the
analysis. A statistically nonsignificant Box’s M test (p > .05) indicated equality of
variance-covariance matrices of the dependent variables across the levels of the
independent variables.
The means and standard deviation table by university is presented in Table 16.
Using Wilks’ criterion, there were significant university group differences on the linear
combination of the seven coping strategies F (7, 436) = 7.33, p < .05, η² = .11.
Approximately 11% of the variance of the set of coping strategies can be explained by
the university group differences. Univariate Analysis of Variances (ANOVAs) were
conducted on each dependent measure separately to determine the locus of the statistical
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significant multivariate effect. Table 16 indicates that at α = 0.05, there are statistically
significant university difference on the proactive self-care strategy, F (1, 442) = 31.96, p
< .05, partial η² = .07. The reason I chose to combine the analysis is because both
universities responded with similar coping strategies. Both universities used proactive
self-care sometimes. However, the private university is slightly higher on the proactive
self-care scale.

Table 16
Univariate Table for the Two Universities
Variable
Work at Succeeding

Positive Ways to Cope

Healthy Coping

Self-Defeating

Proactive Self-Care

Negative Coping

Means of Getting Help

Group
PublicPrivate
Total
PublicPrivate
Total

N
381
63
444
381
63
444

Mean
4.09
4.00
4.07
3.29
3.39
3.31

SD
.54
.55
.54
.69
.59
.67

F
1.323

P
.251

η²
.003

1.012

.215

.002

PublicPrivate
Total
PublicPrivate
Total
PublicPrivate
Total
PublicPrivate
Total
PublicPrivate
Total

381
63
444
381
63
444
381
63
444
381
63
444
381
63
444

3.00
3.09
3.01
2.83
2.82
2.83
2.67
3.14
2.74
2.65
3.15
2.63
2.13
2.23
2.14

.64
.68
.65
.75
.63
.73
.63
.62
.65
.77
.68
.76
.70
.71
.70

1.110

.293

.003

.004

.951

.000

31.96

.000

.067

.750

.387

.002

1.73

.279

.003

78

Research Question 2
Are coping strategies related to ethnicity of nontraditional female students?
A one-way MANOVA was conducted to examine the relationship between
ethnicity and the set of seven derived coping strategies of nontraditional students from
the two universities in this study.
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences MANOVA was used for the analysis.
A statistically nonsignificant Box’s M test (p > .05) indicated equality of variancecovariance matrices of the dependent variables across levels of the independent variables.
The means and standard deviation table by race group is presented in Table 17.
Using Wilks’ criterion, there were significant race group differences on the linear
combination of the seven coping strategies F (14, 866) = 4.01, p < .05, η² =.06).
Approximately 6% of the variance of the set of coping strategies can be explained by the
race group differences. Univariate ANOVAs were conducted on each dependent measure
separately to determine the locus of the statistical significant multivariate effect. Table 18
indicates that at ɑ = 0.05, there are statistically significant ethnic differences on proactive
coping strategy, F (2, 439) = 10.2, p < .05, partial η² = .04. Bonferroni post hoc tests
indicated that “Multicultural group” (M = 2.98, SD = .703) female group had the same
amount of proactive self-care as the African-American (M = 2.98, SD = .650) while the
Caucasian female students (M = 2.66, SD = .617) had lower proactive self-care than the
two other groups of female students.
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Table 17
Means and Standard Deviations by Race Group

Variable
Work at succeeding
Healthy coping skills
Self-defeating behaviors
Negative coping skills
Positive ways to cope
Means of getting help
Proactive self-care

African American
N=41
M
SD
4.01
.53
3.00
.75
2.83
.74
2.73
.69
3.16
.70
2.25
.71
2.98
.65

Caucasian
N=337
M
SD
4.09
.53
2.98
.64
2.81
.73
2.65
.77
3.34
.67
2.10
.69
2.66
.62

Other
N=64
M
SD
4.02
.58
3.16
.584
2.91
.75
2.45
.68
3.22
.64
2.28
.72
2.98
.70

Table 18
Univariate Analysis Table for Race Group
Variable

Source

Df

SS

MS

F

P

η²

Work at Succeeding

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

.399
128.85
7469.63

0.200
0.293

0.680

.507

.003

Healthy Coping

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

1.66
185.89
4198.33

0.832
0.423

1.964

.141

.009

Self-Defeating

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

.579
237.20
3780.30

0.290
0.540

0.536

.586

.002

Negative Coping

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

2.789
248.50
3323.40

1.394

2.463

.086

.011

Positive Ways to Cope

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

1.762
199.64
5053.89

0.881
.455

1.937

.145

.009

Means of Getting Help

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

2.372
217.68
2248.50

1.186
0.496

2.392

.093

.011

Proactive Self-Care

Between
Within
Total

2
439
442

8.197
175.98
3489.46

4.099
0.401

10.224

.000

.045
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Research Question 3
Are coping strategies related to the number of children of nontraditional female
students?
A one-way MANOVA was conducted to examine the relationship between
number of children and the set of seven derived coping strategies of nontraditional
students from the two universities.
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences MANOVA was used for the analysis.
A statistically non-significant Box’s M test (p > .05) indicated equality of variancecovariance matrices of the dependent variables across levels of the independent variables.
The means and standard deviation table by number of children is presented in
Table 19. Using Wilks’ criterion, there was significance in number of children group
difference on the linear combination of the seven coping strategies, F (21, 1243) = 1.71, p
< .05, partial η² = .03. Approximately 3% of the variance of the set of coping strategies
can be explained by the number of children differences. Univariate ANOVAs were
conducted on each dependent measure separately to determine the locus of the statistical
significant multivariate effect. Results shown in Table 20 indicate that the number of
children is related to coping on the “work at succeeding” strategy F (3, 439) = 4.21, p <
.05, partial η² = .03. Bonferroni post hoc tests indicate that nontraditional female students
with one child (M = 4.23, SD = .537) coped better on the “work at succeeding” strategy
than those female students with no children (M = 4.04, SD = .532), students with two
children (M = 3.98, SD = .566) or those students with three or more children (M = 4.09,
SD = .489).
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Table 19
Means and Standard Deviation by Number of Children

Variable
Work at succeeding
Healthy coping skills
Self-defeating behaviors
Negative coping skills
Positive ways to cope
Means of getting help
Proactive self-care

None
N=159
M
SD
4.04
.53
2.99
.66
2.87
.73
2.62
.73
3.38
.71
2.19
.68
2.79
.63

1
N=92
M
SD
4.23
.53
2.95
.70
2.78
.74
2.72
.84
3.28
.75
2.11
.72
2.75
.70

2
N=113
M
SD
3.98
.56
3.03
.61
2.77
.73
2.56
.69
3.29
.58
2.19
.702
2.64
.61

3 or more
N=79
M
SD
4.09
.48
3.07
.59
2.86
.71
2.65
.77
3.23
.61
1.99
.70
2.71
.63

Table 20
Univariate Analysis Table for Number of Children
Variable

Source

Df

SS

MS

F

P

η²

Work at Succeeding

Between
Within
Total

3
439
442

3.11
125.40
7482.77

1.204
0.286

4.12

.006

.030

Healthy Coping

Between
Within
Total

3
439
443

0.647
186.114
4196.661

0.216
0.424

0.509

.676

.003

Self-Defeating

Between
Within
Total

3
443
442

.861
237.785
3781.646

0.287
0.542

0.530

.662

.004

Negative Coping

Between
Within
Total

3
438
443

1.400
250.103
3328.680

0.467
0.571

0.818

.484

.006

Positive Ways to Cope

Between
Within
Total

3
439
443

1.280
200.290
5062.956

0.427
0.456

0.935

.424

.006

Means of Getting Help

Between
Within
Total

3
438
442

2.527
217.321
2248.002

0.842
0.496

1.701

.166

.011

Proactive Self-Care

Between
Within
Total

3
438
442

1.514
182.788
3489.490

0.505
0.417

1.211

.305

.008
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Research Question 4
Are coping strategies related to age groups of nontraditional female students?
Aone-way MANOVA was conducted to examine the relationship between age range and
the set of seven derived coping strategies of nontraditional students from the two
universities.
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences MANOVA was used for the analysis.
A statistically non-significant Box’s M test (p > .05) indicated equality of variancecovariance matrices of the dependent variables across levels of the independent variables.
The means and standard deviation table for age range is presented in Table 21.
Using Wilks’ criterion, there was a significant age range group difference on the linear
combination of the seven coping strategies F (14, 868) = 3.19, p < .05, partial η² = .05).
Approximately 5% of the variance of the set of coping strategies can be explained by the
age range group differences. Univariate ANOVAs were conducted on each dependent
measure separately to determine the locus of the statistical significant multivariate effect.
Table 22 shows that age range is related to coping on the “self-defeating behaviors”
strategy which is significant, F (2, 440) = 9.84, p < .05, partial η² = .043). Age range is
related to coping on the “positive ways to cope” strategy F (2, 440) = 4.05, p < .05,
partial η² = .019; age range is also related to coping on the “proactive self-care” strategy
F (2, 440) = 3.52, p < .05, partial η² = .02. Bonferroni post hoc tests suggested that
female students in the age range of 25-29 (M = 2.97, SD = .712) practiced the most “selfdefeating behaviors” of all the age ranges, female respondents in the 30-44 (M = 2.85, SD
= .737) age group had higher “self-defeating behaviors” than the 45 & above group (M =
2.52, SD = .683). The 45 and above group practiced the least “self-defeating behaviors.”
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Table 21
Means and Standard Deviations by Age Range
25-29
N=136

Variable
Work at succeeding
Healthy coping skills
Self-defeating behaviors
Negative coping skills
Positive ways to cope
Means of getting help
Proactive self-care

M
4.02
3.00
2.97
2.65
3.44
2.19
2.71

30-44
N=228
M
SD
4.06
.54
3.03
.67
2.85
.73
2.61
.72
3.24
.67
2.15
.70
2.69
.61

SD
.53
.64
.71
.79
.68
.70
.66

45 & above
N=79
M
SD
4.18
.53
2.95
.60
2.52
.68
2.63
.77
3.31
.64
2.02
.68
2.91
.68

Table 22
Univariate Analysis Table for Age Range
Variable

Source

Df

SS

MS

F

P

η²

Work at Succeeding

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

1.310
128.078
7489.475

0.655
0.291

2.250

.107

.010

Healthy Coping

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

0.322
187.312
4208.081

0.161
0.426

0.378

.685

.002

Self-Defeating

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

10.222
228.463
3786.768

5.111
0.519

9.843

.000

.043

Negative Coping

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

0.113
252.611
3323.742

0.057
0.574

0.098

.906

.000

Positive Ways to Cope

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

3.641
197.929
5062.956

1.821
0.450

4.047

.018

.018

Means of Getting Help

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

1.459
218.637
2253.137

0.730
0.497

1.468

.231

.007

Proactive Self-Care

Between
Within
Total

2
440
443

2.908
181.541
3498.660

1.454
0.413

3.524

.030

.016
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The 30-44 nontraditional female students practiced fewer “self-defeating behaviors” than
the 25-29 nontraditional female students who had greater “self-defeating behaviors.”
Bonferroni post hoc test also showed that “positive ways to cope” was also
significant F (2, 440) = 4.05, p < .05, partial η² = .02. Female students in the 25-29 age
range (M = 3.44, SD = .682) had higher “positive ways to cope” than those female
students in the 30-44 age range (M = 3.24, SD = .672). “Proactive self-care” was also
significant F (2, 440) = 3.52, p. < .05, partial η² = .02). Female students in the 45 &
above age range (M = 2.90, SD = .680) have slightly higher “proactive self-care” than the
female students in the 30-44 age range (M = 2.69, SD = .614).

Research Question 5
Are coping strategies related to income levels of nontraditional female students?
A one-way MANOVA was conducted to examine the relationship between
income range and the set of seven derived coping strategies of nontraditional students
from the two universities.
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences MANOVA was used for the analysis.
A statistically nonsignificant Box’s M test (p > .05) indicated equality of variancecovariance matrices of the dependent variables across levels of the independent variables.
The means and standard deviation table by Income Range are presented in Table
23. Using Wilks’ criterion, there was a significant income range difference on the linear
combination of the seven coping strategies, F (14, 862) = 2.46, p < .05, η² =.04.
Approximately 4% of variance of the variance of the set of coping strategies can be
explained by income differences. Univariate ANOVAs were conducted on each
dependent measure separately to determine the locus of the statistical significant
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Table 23
Means and Standard Deviations by Income Range

Variable
Work at succeeding
Healthy coping skills
Self-defeating behaviors
Negative coping skills
Positive ways to cope
Means of getting help
Proactive self-care

Below 20,000
N=189
M
SD
4.08
.56
3.06
.64
2.93
.75
2.60
.72
3.40
.67
2.18
.67
2.80
.69

21,000-35,000
N=103
M
SD
4.09
.50
3.01
.70
2.86
.65
2.69
.74
3.19
.66
2.10
.77
2.77
.55

36,000 or more
N=148
M
SD
4.06
.53
2.94
.62
2.69
.74
2.64
.80
3.29
.66
2.10
.69
2.63
.65

multivariate effect. Results show that income is significantly related to coping on the
“self-defeating behaviors” strategy F (2, 437) = 4.49, p < .05, η² = .02. Nontraditional
female students with incomes of $36,000 or more had lower “self-defeating behaviors”
(M = 2.69, SD = .741) than those nontraditional female students with an income of
$20,000 or below (M = 2.93, SD = .751). The analysis revealed that income is
significantly related to coping on the “positive ways to cope” strategy F (2, 437) = 3.50, p
< .05, η² = .02. Furthermore, income is significantly related to coping in the “proactive
self-care” strategy F (2, 437) = 3.11, p < .05, η² = .01.
Bonferroni post hoc test indicate that those nontraditional female students in the
$21,000 to $35,000 income (M = 3.19, SD = .666) had lower “positive ways to cope”
than those female students in the $20,000 and below (M = 3.40, SD = .673) category.
Female students in the $36,000 or more (M = 2.63, SD = .650) had lower “proactive selfcare” than those female students in the $20,000 and below category (M = 2.80, SD =
.688) and the $21,000 to $35,000 category (M = 2.77, SD = .55). Univariate analyses are
presented in Table 24.
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Table 24
Univariate Analysis Table for Income Range
Variable

Source

Df

SS

MS

F

P

η²

Work at Succeeding

Between
Within
Total

2
437
440

0.081
128.334
7446.450

0.040
0.294

0.137

.872

.001

Healthy Coping

Between
Within
Total

2
437
440

1.250
186.260
4180.957

0.625
0.426

1.466

.232

.007

Self-Defeating

Between
Within
Total

2
436
440

4.710
229.296
3760.286

2.355
0.525

4.488

.012

.020

Negative Coping

Between
Within
Total

2
437
440

0.666
250.071
3314.483

0.333
0.572

0.582

.559

.003

Positive Ways to Cope

Between
Within
Total

2
437
440

3.095
193.78
5038.117

1.548
0.443

3.491

.031

.016

Means of Getting Help

Between
Within
Total

2
436
440

0.596
217.633
2229.55

0.298

0.599
0.498

.550

.003

Proactive Self-Care

Between
Within
Total

2
437
440

2.583
181.3291
3472.549

1.291
0.415

3.112

.045

.014

Research Question 6
Are coping strategies related to marital status of nontraditional female students?
A one-way MANOVA was conducted to examine the relationship between
marital status and the set of seven derived coping strategies of nontraditional students
from the two universities in the study.
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences MANOVA was used for the analysis.
A statistically nonsignificant Box’s M test (p > .05) indicated equality of variance-
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covariance matrices of the dependent variables across levels of the independent variables.
Using Wilks’ Lamba criterion, there was not a significance in the marital status
group differences on the linear combination of the seven coping strategies F (14, 870) =
.687, p > .05, η² = .01.
This present study produced some interesting results which will be discussed in
following section. The findings in this study depict the outcome of what nontraditional
female students indicate are ways they cope with stress. It is anticipated that these
findings will add to the body of literature ways in which this population of nontraditional
female students’ cope.

Summary of Major Findings


“Work at succeeding” (M = 4.08) is used often as a coping strategy.



“Positive ways to cope” (M = 3.31), “healthy coping skills” (M = 3.01), “selfdefeating behaviors” (M = 2.83), “proactive self-care” (M = 2.74) and
“negative coping skills” (M = 2.63) are used sometimes; “means of getting
help” (M = 2.14) is the least used coping strategy.



Non traditional female students used “proactive self-care” only sometimes
with Caucasian students (M = 2.65) using it significantly less than AfricanAmerican students (M = 2.97) or students from other ethnic backgrounds (M =
2.97).



Non traditional female students used “work at succeeding” frequently:
students with one child (M = 4.23) used it more frequently than those having
no children (M = 4.04), two children (M = 3.98) or three or more children (M
= 4.09).
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“Self-defeating behaviors,” “positive ways to cope,” and “proactive self-care”
as coping strategies are related to income levels. Generally, higher income
non traditional students used these coping strategies at lower levels than lower
income students.



“Self-defeating behaviors,” “positive ways to cope,” and “proactive self-care”
were also related to age groups. Younger students tended to use “selfdefeating behaviors” and “positive ways to cope” slightly more than older
students. Older students tended to use proactive self-care slightly more than
younger students.



Coping strategies are not related to marital status.
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS,
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter presents a summary of the study, discussion of the six research
questions, conclusions as well as recommendations for further research. The summary
includes a statement of the rationale for the study, the purpose of the study, the six
research questions, reviewed literature, methodology, and findings. Also, highlighted are
the conclusions, implications, limitations, and recommendations.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the coping strategies of nontraditional
female undergraduate students in Southwest Michigan and Northern Indiana. The sample
included nontraditional female students from a public university and a private university.

Overview of the Literature Review
The literature indicates that education for adult females have come full circle once
again from the days of the state normal schools where they are presenting in higher
education in record numbers. The literature points to the continued growth of the
nontraditional female student in higher education and the challenges that are present for
this group of students.
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Reasons why Nontraditional Female
Students are Going to College
There have been a few trends in society which have led many nontraditional
female students to the classroom. These can be divided into:
(a) those caused by changes in society such as financial, technological changes, and
(b) those produced by personal concerns such as marriage, family and relationship
issues. Often it is difficult to separate the two and the literature most often suggests a
combination of societal and personal concerns. (Miller, 2000, p. 65)
Reentry nontraditional female students are divided into three categories: those
who have already been in the workforce and want promotion, but need additional skills
and training; those who had experienced a life-changing event such as death; children
leaving home; and finally, those female students who were coming to school for the first
time (Pierre, 1989; Rifenbary, 1995). Unmarried nontraditional female students who have
children definitely need a college education to receive the amplified earning potential that
goes along with having a degree (Haleman, 2004).
Nontraditional female students are coming to college for a number of different
reasons, as outlined in the literature, and there are clear differences between Caucasian
female students and African-American and multicultural female students. However, when
they come to college, they are presented with problems that they may not have
anticipated when they made the decision to further their education.

Problems Nontraditional Female Students Face
While Pursuing a College Education
The literature points to several key studies which indicate that for adult female
students work and loved ones are the primary foci of worry for this group of students
which often diverts their attention from their studies (Bay, 1999; Chartrand, 1990; Dill &
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Henley, 1998; Home, 1997, 1998; Kirk & Dorfman, 1983; Meemeduma, 1993). Other
research has validated the idea that loved ones and schools are selfish organizations
(Coser, 1974; Edwards, 1993; Gouthro, 2005) that require a massive quantity of tangible
periods, care, and inner strength from female students.
DeGregoria (1987) discovered that the Italian-American women she studied who
were returning community college students received limited support from their loved
ones, along with gender bias, and adverse impressions of Italian Americans. Likewise,
LaPaglia (1994) found that along with the condescending implications connected with
community college, returning adult female students faced feeling put down and irritated,
mainly from managing numerous responsibilities and duties, especially with limited
economic means. Freeman (1989) discovered that academic institutions victimize
nontraditional female students merely by not advocating for their success. Adult female
students, more often than their male counterparts, feel inadequate self-worth and little
assurance as well as remorse because they are putting more importance on their education
at the economic and personal sacrifice to their loved ones (Astin & Kent, 1983).
Minority nontraditional female student often face multiple layers of challenges
upon entering the academe. Bonner, Marbley, Evans, and Robinson (2014) cited
Johnson-Bailey (1998) who posited, “The experiences of Black women in the world are
different from those of other groups, based on the established societal hierarchies of race,
gender, and class” (p. 37).

Role Conflicts for Nontraditional Female Students
Studies show that nontraditional female students experience more difficulties
remaining in higher education than nontraditional men. Tinto (1993) discovered that
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marriage, while “generally associated with higher rates of persistence among men, is
often related to lower rates of completion among women” (pp. 64-65), a result that he
ascribes to nontraditional female students and their varied obligations with their jobs and
loved ones which reduces their participation in activities of the university. Adult female
students frequently state obstacles at home as the main cause for not achieving their
degree (Leavitt, 1989; Schliebner, 1990).
Also, admission into the academic setting produces its own set of taxing stimuli
for the nontraditional female student. They are now taking on a new job as student and
intermingling with other students that are usually traditional-aged students and who have
diverse standards and concerns. Furthermore, adult students are noticeably unlike
traditional students and may have hobbies that are dissimilar to those of younger
undergraduates, which can add to their belief of being ostracized and omitted from
college activities (Padula, 1994).
Nontraditional female students face a myriad of challenges in the academy which
often leads them to discontinue their education if mechanisms are not in place to promote
their success and retention.

Theoretical Perspectives on Nontraditional Female Students
Gilligan (1982) established a foundation for understanding the moral and
psychological make up of women and how it stems from their views on responsibility and
relationship. Miller (1994) depicted the relationship that females encounter as being
centered on a sense of connectedness with others, which Gilligan (1982) also talked about
in her writings. Noddings (1986) based her viewpoints on women’s being in a loving
association that have mutual characteristics. These theorists maintain that because women
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want to sustain their present relationships they attempt to be agreeable. Transactional
analysis and vigilant anticipatory coping are ways that nontraditional females cope.
However, the fundamental makeup of a woman’s existence is how she has been
socialized by her family and society to be a person.

Coping Strategies Used by Nontraditional Female Students
Nontraditional female students utilize a variety of coping strategies which assist
them in managing the stressors of college life. Nontraditional female students in one
qualitative study (Bonner et al., 2014) cited their loved ones and acquaintances, fellow
believers, and work companions as giving necessary foundation and encouragement.
Adult students whose relatives provide them with assistance, safeguarding that college
does not affect their job may be vital to relieving a nontraditional females worry. Studies
have shown that backing from one’s loved ones, close acquaintances, and co-workers has
indicated the lessening of the adverse effects of responsibility tension (Dyk, 1987).
Familial encouragement has been associated with retaining nontraditional females in
college (Chartrand, 1992).
Resilience is developed as nontraditional female students take charge of their
power and abilities. And, resilience is cultivated by facing trials and hardships and
formulating positive reactions to them. Cultivating an attitude of acknowledgement and
gratitude as they conquer problems leads to the growth of resilience; this can foster some
to produce solutions that propel them to recognize the assets they possess, capitalize on
their gifts, and use them to conquer difficulties (Howell, 2004).
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Summary of the Methodology
The following is a summary of the statistical analyses used in this study.
1. A correlation analysis was also conducted to ascertain whether there was a
relationship among the variables.
2. An exploratory factor analysis was also done to determine the factors that may
be supported by data in this study. A seven factor solution emerged from this analysis.
3. Descriptive statistics were used to determine what coping strategies
nontraditional female students use to cope.
4. A one-way MANOVA indicated that all the independent variables except
marital status were significant on the linear combination of the seven variables.
5. A one-way MANOVA of the the public and private universities in this study
indicated significance on the linear combination of the seven variables.
This present study produced some interesting results which will be discussed in
following section. The findings in this study depict the outcome of what nontraditional
female students indicate are ways they cope with stress. It is anticipated that these
findings will add to the body of literature of ways in which this population of
nontraditional female students’ cope.

Summary of Major Findings
1. Work at succeeding (M = 4.08) is often used as a coping strategy.
2. Positive ways to cope (M = 3.31), healthy coping strategies (M = 3.01), selfdefeating behaviors (M = 2.83), proactive self-care (M = 2.74) and negative coping skills
(M = 2.63) were used sometimes.
3. Means of getting help (M = 2.14) was the least used coping strategy.
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4. Non traditional female students used proactive self-care only sometimes with
Caucasian students (M = 2.65) using it significantly less than African-American students
(M = 2.97) or students from other ethnic backgrounds (M = 2.97).
5. Non traditional female students used work at succeeding often with students
having one child (M = 4.23) using it more often than those having no children (M = 4.04),
two children (M = 3.98), or three or more children (M = 4.09).
6. Self-defeating behaviors, positive ways to cope, and proactive self-care as
coping strategies were related to income levels. Generally, higher income, non traditional
students used these coping strategies less than lower income students.
7. Self-defeating behaviors, positive ways to cope, and proactive self-care were
related to age groups. Younger students tended to use self-defeating behaviors and
positive ways to cope slightly more than older students.
8.

Older nontraditional female students tended to use proactive self-care slightly

more than do younger students.
9. Coping strategies were not related to marital status.

Discussion of Major Findings
This study produced several relevant findings that are important regarding the
coping strategies of nontraditional female students in higher education. Coping is
paramount in dealing with problems and handling them in a manner which is appropriate
and useful to the individual. Six research questions were formulated for this study to
glean information from respondents. The first research question addresses what are the
coping strategies of nontraditional female students. These results generated seven coping
strategies that assist nontraditional female students in coping with daily stressors while
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being a student. Furthermore, a discussion will follow on how coping relates to race,
number of children, age, income, and marital status. It seemed beneficial to ascertain how
all these variables were related to coping. The outcomes are presented in the following
sections. The Likert scale in this study (1- don’t do it; 2-used very little; 3-used
sometimes; 4-used often; 5-used a great deal) was used to address the specific responses
made by respondents.

Research Question 1 and Discussion/Implications
Research Question 1: What are the coping strategies used by nontraditional
female students in higher education?
The findings in this study indicated that the most used coping strategy by
nontraditional female students was the “work at succeeding factor” (M=4.08) and the
strategy of this type used the most was “work hard.” The coping strategies on this factor
were used often by nontraditional female students in this study. These items produced a
mindset of overcoming difficulties by “putting effort into one’s work,” “keeping up with
work as required,” “working to solve the problem to the best of my ability.” These items
connect well with problem-focused coping where they are focused on problem-solving.
One item states “focus on what’s most important.” The scale also produced real life
emotions from the respondents as evidenced by “I get stressed out and despair,” but they
noted they were able to “assess the situation” and “think about what I am doing and
why.” These are important coping strategies for nontraditional female students to use.
They were able to recognize the importance of “developing a plan of action.” Studies
show that nontraditional females often do not count the costs emotionally or financially
of being in school. Thus, when difficult times arise they are not prepared to deal with the
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challenges presented. (Bonner et al., 2014; Goncalves & Trunk, 2014; Vaccaro & Lovell,
2010). Finally, the scale ends with “look on the bright side of things and think of all that
is good.” It would seem that this would have been higher on the scale because as they are
working hard and putting effort into their work it helps to look on the bright side and
think of all that is good when you are trying to achieve a goal.
The implications here showed the importance of family/friends providing tangible
support whether it was in the form of verbal or physical support such as providing
childcare or providing financial assistance. Nontraditional female students who received
emotional support from family, friends, or their community may have a foundation on
which to build that would assist them to endure difficult times as they arise. Research
showed that nontraditional students acknowledged that being around their family as the
biggest stress reducer (Canales-Gonzales & Kranz, 2008).
Tangible emotional support would aid in retention for the student since these
students all already working hard trying to keep everything together with family, school,
and work. Families who demonstrate an interest in their love one’s success reap the
benefits as well in tangible ways such increased financial earning, which increases
improved socioeconomic status for the family, and the satisfaction of a goal achieved
which can be a motivator for other family members. This is consistent with what is found
in the literature that support from family increases retention in college (Chartrand, 1992).
Thomas (2001) found in her study that it was mostly a family member, friend or coworker who encouraged the female to further education.
Thus, it would be important for families and universities to assist students in their
endeavors to succeed in achieving their degree. Vaccaro and Lovell (2010) discussed the
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importance of the university’s harnessing the family’s power. They talk about involving
the family in school events and making the family an intricate part of the student’s
academic journey. Not all families are supportive of their loved one’s going to school.
This might, then, be an additional challenge for the students to deal with as they figure
out how they going to be successful in school. They may need to find other means of
emotional support such as the “sister circles” mentioned earlier or other support groups
for nontraditional students. Finally, the literature notes that many nontraditional female
students are the first in their family to attend college so they may not understand fully
what to expect from being in school (Hardin, 2008). It would seem beneficial for these
students to be paired with “more seasoned” students as mentors to help them navigate
through the academy. “Work at succeeding” was an important coping strategy for
respondents who were a part of my study as they continued their education.
In this study, nontraditional female selected “positive ways to cope” (M = 3.31) as
a coping strategy for them with “find ways to relax” as a strategy sometimes used. It
appeared that the coping strategies of “making time for friends and family” or “talk to
others and giving support” appeared to be high on their list of ways to cope. There were
coping strategies such as “find a way to let off steam” or “wish a miracle would happen”
which seemed to suggest that the way looking for ways to escape the challenges they
were facing, but this still points to their looking at ways to solve the problem. Participants
acknowledged that they would spend time “with close friends” to cope, but they also
wanted to “keep others from knowing what is worrying me” and “keep my feelings to
myself,” which seemed to imply that they wanted closeness with friends, but distance
with regard to sharing the intimate challenges of their life. Low on the list was “talk to
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others to see what they would do if they had the problem.” This seemed to suggest that
they wanted to share they problems with others who have similar problems as a way to
cope. This could be seen as emotion-focused coping or problem-focused coping
depending on the way the student is utilizing the support received from the other person.
Since “positive ways to cope” was high on the list, it demonstrated that nontraditional
female students in this study practiced positive coping strategies.
The implications point to the necessity of having clubs and organization which
specifically address the needs of nontraditional female students in higher education
because their needs are clearly different than those of traditional female students.
Furthermore, nontraditional female students may have a hard time finding ways to relax
when they have multiple responsibilities to attend to on a daily basis. However, self-care
is important in coping with the stressors that school and home present to this group of
students. Clubs and organizations can provide a place where nontraditional female
students can not only network but vent their frustrations regarding challenges they may
be experiencing in school and in the home. Studies indicate colleges have already begun
this process of creating centers and clubs whereby, nontraditional students can interact
with others for purposes of networking and mentoring (Scott and Lewis, 2012). These
coping strategies were sometimes used by the nontraditional female students in this study.
An additional finding in this study was that “healthy coping strategies” (M = 3.01)
was an important coping strategy that the respondents sometimes used to cope. They
seemed to combine various coping strategies to cope such as “think of different ways of
dealing with the problem,” “imagine that things will work out well,” “make time for
leisure activities.” They appeared to be able to look beyond themselves to “improve
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relationships with others,” but there were coping strategies where they voiced somatic
complaints such as “I suffer headaches or stomach aches.” The findings showed they
coped by “spending time with husband/wife/boy/girlfriend or they coped by “trying to
make close friends with a guy or girl, husband or wife.” A different coping strategy that
was sometimes used was “tell jokes.” This appeared to be done to lighten the mood or
make themselves feel better. There are studies that indicate several methods in place to
sustain nontraditional female students, including developing a cohort encouragement
structure and shared learning opportunities, to ensure that women have the support they
need but for which they are afraid to ask (Massin, 1992; Taylor, 1995; Vaughn, Battle,
Taylor, & Dearman, 2009).
The implications for this strategy could be to teach nontraditional female students
effective ways of coping during times of difficulty and stress, such as have them
participate in a support group with other adult women who are in college and tap into
support from family and resources at the university. This could be a professor or
counselor from the university. Another finding of this study was that nontraditional
female student sometimes used “self-defeating behaviors” (M = 2.83) with “worry about
my future” as the coping strategy. This factor seemed problematic for younger
nontraditional female students (ages 25-29) and (30-44). The concept that seemed to
characterize this factor was worry. Respondents reported they “worry about what is
happening,” “worry about my happiness,” “shut themselves off from the problem so that
I can avoid it,” “criticize myself,” “don’t share my problems with other people,” and “cry
or scream.” They mentioned “I get sick, for example have head ache or stomach ache” as
a coping strategy. The only positive coping strategy that is a part of this factor is “keep
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my long term goals clear.” It appeared that amidst these emotion-focused coping
strategies one problem-focused coping strategy emerged.
Nontraditional female students seem to cope ineffectively at times due to
adversity. Teaching them positive ways to cope would be useful for this group of
students. One possibility could be to assist nontraditional female students to recognize the
importance of acknowledging their assets and skills in the development of resiliency
(Howell, 2004). Furthermore, it seems beneficial for adult students to engage actively in
campus life in some way so as to prevent them from isolating themselves. Another
obstacle for nontraditional female students to beware of is fear of failure which often
becomes apparent even in the early stages of considering entering academia. They may
be worried they are “failing their friends, their family, and occasionally, their teachers”
(Golden, 1987, p. 45).
The implications here point to the importance of having a positive support system
in place whether that be family, peers, or campus clubs or organizations. It would seem
beneficial to nontraditional female students to associate with other adult female students
who have similar circumstances as themselves (Goncalves & Trunk, 2014). Thomas
(2001) found that African-American students were willing to encourage other adult
students resume their education without waiting.
“Proactive self-care” (M = 2.74) was a coping strategy used sometimes by
participants in this study. This factor indicated that these coping strategies could be
implemented more frequently than respondents were doing. They implemented coping
strategies such as using “positive self-talk,” “protecting their self-esteem,” “pray for help
and guidance so that everything will be all right,” which appeared to be that they used
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meaning-focused coping. Another finding in this study was that they worked on
improving themselves, for instance, “work on my self-image,” “improve my appearance,”
“keep fit and healthy,” “go for a workout at the gym,” or “play sport,” which indicated
that they care about how they look and how they feel about themselves. The odd item on
this factor was “organize an action or petition regarding my concern.” These findings
seemed to indicate that these respondents were interested in being proactive with
whatever concerns they may have in their life, but needed to use them more in order to be
effective. The African-American and the multicultural group had higher proactive selfcare than Caucasian respondents in this study. These women identified focusing on
improving their self-image and exercising as ways to take care of themselves.
The implications here suggest the necessity of taking care of one’s body and mind
in order to remain emotionally and physically healthy. Positive self-talk is important as a
coping strategy to combat negative thinking and produce behavior that is healthy and
uplifting during times of stress and challenge. There may be obstacles to overcome but,
with determination and persistence, their goals can become their reality. The literature
showed the importance of universities’ having programs that are tailored made to fit the
needs of this population such as fitness programs and wellness groups (Kulavic,
Hultquist, & McLester, 2013). There is a gap in the literature regarding nontraditional
female students’ using proactive self-care as a coping strategy. The literature seems to be
focused on ways students can be active physically with walking groups and exercise
groups to improve physical well-being. However, in the area of “positive self-talk,”
“protect my self-esteem” and “pray for help and guidance so that everything will be all
right” are items that are still untapped.
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A finding of this study was that nontraditional female students sometimes used
“negative coping skills” (M = 2.63) with “get annoyed at myself” as the coping strategy
was applied sometimes. They appeared to use fundamentally negative coping strategies to
manage their stressors such as “worry about what will happen to me,” “blame yourself,”
“don’t let others know how I am feeling, or “see myself as being at fault” as what they
used sometimes.
The literature showed where nontraditional female students have inadequate
views regarding their abilities (Howell, 2004) and nontraditional female students who did
not speak English may have feelings of inadequacies due to their language deficiencies
(Hardin, 2008). Negative coping is a coping strategy because people cope positively and
negatively. Emotion-focused coping is centered around coping that involves venting
frustrations to someone else. The problem is not necessarily being solved and while
venting can be beneficial, it can also be damaging if there is no resolution to the problem.
Another finding of the study was that they would “ask a professional for help,”
but they would also “put the problem out of my mind,” “consciously block out the
problem,” or “take frustrations out on others.” It appears they worried, blamed, or
avoided the problem. One study indicated that the only adverse consequence to attending
college expressed by the participants was limited periods with their families (Wilsey,
2013). Studies have shown that participants felt their academic aspirations were selfcentered and that they experienced remorse for spending periods away from their loved
ones. It is difficult for nontraditional female students to accept the importance of doing
something for themselves instead of providing for the needs of their families (Marandet
& Wainwright, 2010; Reay, Ball, & David, 2002; Stone & O’Shea, 2013).
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The implications here suggested the importance of nontraditional female students’
having a plan where they are not blaming themselves when things do not go their way.
Problem-focused coping and meaning focused coping might be useful to combat negative
thinking.
An additional finding of this study was that the coping strategy least used by
nontraditional female students was the “means of getting help” (M = 2.14) coping
strategy: specifically, “get support from others as parents or friends.” This coping
strategy was used very little by respondents. A charactistic of this factor was that the
respondents seemed to want help from other people, as indicated by “talk to other people
about my concern to help sort it out,” “discuss the problem with qualified people,” “join
with people who have the same concern,” “ask a professional for help,” “go to meetings
which look at the problem,” or “organize a group to deal with my concern.” While these
coping strategies are beneficial, they were done very little by repsondents who
participated in this study. Respondents were demonstrating problem-focused and
emotion-focused coping strategies as evidenced by their responses. Chao and Good,
(2004) suggested that therapy for nontraditional female students is a useful resource as
well as ongoing support to assist them as they cope in place of family and other support
systems in pursuit of their degree.
These implications are relevant for institutions to have resources readily available
to adult female students before they are needed and make these students aware of these
services, whether they be counseling or mentoring (Kohler & Munz, 2006; McClary,
1990). It seems beneficial for family members to be aware of the intense challenges faced
by this population of students and to be supportive in tangible, practical ways.
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Nontraditional female students often do not remain in higher education because they do
not have a support system in their lives that can assist them through difficult times. These
resources are critical for retaining nontraditional female students in the university.
Professors may not be aware able of the undergraduate’s task of mothering and rearing,
and may be generally oblivious of undergraduate mothers’ main incentive in coming and
thriving in college (Wilsey, 2013). It would seem beneficial for professors to be aware of
some potential challenges that nontraditional female students may encounter. Finally,
there is a gap in the literature regarding nontraditional female students’ using “means of
getting help” as a coping strategy.

Research Question 2 and Discussion/Implications
Research Question 2: Are coping strategies related to ethnicity of nontraditional
female students?
The results of this study indicated that nontraditional female students used
proactive self-care sometimes, with Caucasians using it significantly less than AfricanAmerican and multicultural nontraditional female students. However, African-American
female students comprised a little less than 10% of the sample; therefore, it is difficult to
know exactly why they had higher proactive self-care than Caucasian female students.
However, while Caucasian nontraditional female students comprised over 76% of the
sample, over 75% percent of the respondents were mostly juniors and seniors which does
speak to this population’s ability to stay in school. While this study produced limited data
on African-American female students, the literature does indicate that although making
the transition into the academic environment can be a challenge for any student (Upcraft,
Gardner, & Barefoot, 2004), undergraduates of color and undergraduates from poorer
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financial circumstances frequently have additional trouble adapting to university than do
mainstream undergraduates (e.g., Terenzini et al., 1994; Zwerling & London, 1992).
The literature depicts the journey for Black female students at mainly Caucasian
institutions as representative of the racism they receive in society at large (Constantine &
Greer, 2003). Minority nontraditional female students need to feel safe and attached to
the institution they are attending. The university community needs to support them when
they want their own support groups and associations (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). AfricanAmerican nontraditional female students and the multicultural group of nontraditional
female students, comprised of Hispanic, Asian, and mixtures of other ethnic groups, used
various proactive coping strategies that enabled them to cope in academia, but did not use
them often enough. While there is some information on Hispanic nontraditional students
(Rifenbary, 1995; Rodriguez, 1997), it is scarce (Harris & Brooks, 1998).
The implications suggest that minority nontraditional female students have had to
develop other coping strategies in life that have helped them cope in an often racist and
discriminatory society that assists them as they matriculate in the university. Findings
from various studies indicate that persistent racist incidents have frequently been aimed at
African-American students (Altbach & Lomotey, 1991; Feagin, 1992; Wilson, 1993).
Because of previous experience to hardship, Blacks might become more familiar with
handling pressure, so that a different, demanding occurrence may have little effect
(Williams et al., 1997). Vigilant anticipatory coping seems to cover ethnic inequality in
despondency that is larger than formerly recorded. For this reason, it may be viewed as
helpful. It has probably developed as a defense method in response to extended bigotry
and prejudice (LaVeist et al., 2014).
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Research Question 3 and Discussion/Implications
Research Question 3: Are coping strategies related to the number of children of
nontraditional female students?
The findings of this study indicated that nontraditional female students use coping
strategy coded as “work at succeeding” (which encompasses the construct of “working
hard,” “working at solving the problem,” and “developing a plan of action”). This coping
strategy is used often by nontraditional female students with one child (20%), using it
more often than those with no children (35%) or those students with two or more children
(43%).
The implications indicated the extreme pressure experienced by nontraditional
female students as they try to balance their role as parent and student plus manage their
own inner feelings of guilt over being in school to provide a better life for their children.
Professors need to provide this particular population of students with empathy and
support as these students attend college so that they are able to remain in school.
Studies show that multiple role obligations cause problems for nontraditional
female students. For instance, Home (1998) found that nontraditional females who
parented little ones felt greater responsibility, discord, and pressure. Quimby and
O’Brian, (2006) found that nontraditional female students who were firmly committed
and self-assured in handling both learner and parental responsibilities felt that they had
help and encouragement and reported that this had helped them have minimal amounts of
mental anguish. Nontraditional female students who have learned to manage their time
reap the benefits of enriched performance and fewer thoughts of worry (Kearns &
Gardiner, 2007).
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In one study, the participants reported feeling “out of place” as adult students. The
females often reported being “put down” or belittled by teachers, in particular as it related
to their children, as one woman illustrated, “The majority of professors do not treat
nontraditional students as adults. It disturbs me that so many professors tell nontraditional
students that they need to put their kids and family life on the back burner. Professors
have criticized me for having children and given me a rough time when I miss class
because of my child being sick” (Markle, 2015, p. 277). However, Goncalves and Trunk
(2014) found that the participants in their study overall appreciated the interaction with
their professors because they are older and have a level of admiration for their professors.

Research Question 4 and Discussion/Implications
Research Question 4: Are coping strategies related to age groups of nontraditional
female students?
The findings of this study indicated that students in the 25-29 age range and 30-44
age range tended to use coping strategies coded as “self-defeating behaviors” (which
depict how students worry about the future and shut themselves off from the problem)
and “positive ways to cope” (talking to others to see what they would do and spending
time with close friends) more than those female students in the 45 and above age range.
Female students in the 25-29 age range used the highest self-defeating behaviors (M =
2.97) in the study followed by those in the 30-44 age range (M = 2.85). Nontraditional
female students in the age range 30-44 used self-defeating coping strategies slightly more
than female students in the 45 and above age range (M = 2.52). Students in the 45 and
above age range (M = 2.91) tended to use “proactive self-care” (behaviors which lead to
taking care of oneself emotionally and physically) slightly more than those in the age
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ranges of 25-29 (M = 2.72) and 30-44 (M = 2.69). This factor indicates that adult female
students are not using this coping strategy as much as they could to assist them with
coping.
However, an additional finding in this study showed that nontraditional female
students in the 25-29 age range (M = 3.44) used positive ways to cope slightly more than
older nontraditional female students in the 45 and above (M = 3.31) and those in the 3044 (M = 3.24). Younger nontraditional female students sought to “find a way to relax,”
for example, “listening to music, reading a book” or “make time for family or friends.”
Respondents also said they like to “talk to others and give each other support.” They also
stated they like to “find a way to let off steam.” This may be helpful for them to release
tension. Women in this time of life are still discovering who they are as individuals and
may look to others to help validate their self-esteem. Erik Erikson in his psychosocial
approach to human development referred to young adulthood stage as “intimacy vs.
isolation” where, in this framework, intimacy represents the capacity to communicate
one’s real character, both the wholesome side and the immoral side (Ashford & LeCroy,
2013).
These implications seem to suggest the importance of providing younger,
nontraditional female students with coping strategies that will help them combat the
challenges of academia while balancing the other obstacles in their life. Secondly, it may
be beneficial to have support groups or a peer support system whereby they can
encourage one another and provide the necessary foundation which will enable them to
stay in school. Mentoring groups for younger, nontraditional female students would also
be helpful in assisting them cope with the challenges of school and home while forming
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relationships with other nontraditional female students (Scott & Lewis, 2012).
Furthermore, 82% of the respondents in this study were in the age range of 25-29
(30.6%) and 30-44 age range (51.4%). This coincides what is found in the literature
which cited nontraditional students “over the age of 25 as the fastest growing group of
undergraduates and the majority of this group are [sic] female” (Carney-Compton & Tan,
2002, p.140; Graham & Donaldson, 1999; Kasworm, 2003; Sales et al., 2001). Additional
studies done by Choy (2002) and Kohler et al. (2007) have depicted them as first-time
college students, women, part-time students attending community colleges, and parents.
In quantitative studies done by Shank et al. (2001), Haggan (2000), and Quimby and
O’Brien (2006), these factors are based on what has been seen in colleges and
universities across the United States.

Research Question 5 and Discussion/Implications
Research Question 5: Are coping strategies related to income levels of
nontraditional female students?
The findings of this study showed that nontraditional female students with
incomes of $36,000 and above (M = 2.69) had lower “self-defeating behaviors” than
those students with incomes of $20,000 and below (M = 2.92). This is possibly the case
because nontraditional female students with greater financial resources might have less
stress regarding how they are going to pay their bills and support their families. The
findings also showed that nontraditional female students in the $21,000 to $35,000 (M =
3.19) income range had lower “positive ways to cope” scores than those females in the
$20,000 and below category (M = 3.40). It seems possible that nontraditional female
students in $21,000 to $35,000 income category may need to find ways to relax, spend
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time with their family and get support from others in order to cope in a more positive
way. Furthermore, additional findings revealed that nontraditional female students in the
$36,000 or more (M = 2.63) income range had lower “proactive self-care” than those
female students in the $20,000 and below (M = 2.80) category. Therefore, it may be that
nontraditional female students in the $20,000 and below category have had to develop
coping strategies to keep themselves encouraged in order to keep going. Thus, they may
have developed a stronger sense of resilience from past experiences which were then
enabling them to be more successful in school. Generally, the higher the income, the less
they used the coping strategies.
Nontraditional female students in academia with limited financial resources have
stated experiencing additional pressure and greater difficulties handling stressors (Home,
1998). It is often the case that nontraditional female students return to school in the hope
of securing a more stable financial future. Bettering their loved ones’ station is sometimes
the main goal for nontraditional female students to resume their learning (Babineau &
Wai-Ling Packard, 2006; Bauman et al., 2004). In their study, Vaccaro and Lovell (2010)
found that participants
were indeed making an investment, but not in their careers. Instead they were
investing in themselves. The investment was not purely with the hopes of gaining
physical capital related to career advancement. By making sacrifices, studying long
hours, and pushing themselves to the limit, women were not investing in the degree or
the paper on which it was printed. Instead, time and energy were devoted to their
personal growth. (p. 171)
These implications suggest that nontraditional female students may experience
more stress and tension when they have to worry about how they are going to pay the
bills and finance their educational pursuits. Academic institutions need to be forthright
with adult female students regarding available financial funding for their education.
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Goncalves and Trunk (2014) found in their study,
a few participants stated they received unsolicited information on scholarships that
was helpful, with one admitting that they were partly responsible for not getting the
information because they did not take the initiative and look in the college catalog.
One participant was receiving a full scholarship, but felt that, if they were not, their
financial needs would not be met. Another participant stated that the financial aid
office never answers the telephone and that specific needs would not be addressed
unless students specifically visited the department with questions. (p. 167)
Nontraditional female students would probably have fewer “self-defeating behaviors” as
coping strategies if they did not have to worry about finances.

Research Question 6 and Discussion/Implications
Research Question 6: Are coping strategies related to marital status of
nontraditional female students?
The findings of this study indicated that coping strategies are not related to
marital status. Therefore, it did not matter if the respondents were married, divorced, or
single in relation to their coping strategies. However, these implications suggest that
while marital status was not related to coping strategies for these respondents in this
study, this is not always the case. Nontraditional female students who are married often
experience inter-role conflict and, at times, overload if they do not receive the necessary
help from their support system or the academic institution. Nontraditional female students
who are single may feel overwhelmed if they do not have the support available to them to
avert the onslaught of tension that may occur if they are not prepared to handle the stress
brought on by multiple stressors all at once which can be the case when they decide to go
to college.
The findings of other studies showed where various partners have divided
domestic responsibilities and care of their offspring they were able to adapt to
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adjustments in calendars and jobs (Sweet & Moen, 2007). Canales-Gonzales and Kranz
(2008) asserted handling the tension brought on by additional duties; nontraditional
students related that devoting periods where they interact with their loved ones is a great
way for them to decrease anxiety.
However, it is a tremendous sacrifice when nontraditional females decide to
attend college. Hart (1995) asserted, “The sexual division of labor still gives an almost
exclusive responsibility for raising children to women because the work is devalued” (p.
118). Other findings indicate that nontraditional married female students hardly ever
encounter any rearrangement of chores in the home (Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011). These
adult female students often find chores in the home and household tasks to be excessively
difficult, whereas this is not the case with males (Reay et al., 2002; Stone & O’Shea,
2013; Wlodkowski, Mauldin, & Campbell, 2002).
The concluding section gives an overview of the study and what the results mean
for nontraditional female students who seek to obtain an education in the future.

Conclusion
The findings of this study indicated the coping strategy nontraditional female
students used often was the “work at succeeding strategy.” “Healthy coping strategies,”
“self-defeating behaviors,” “negative coping skills,” “positive ways to cope,” and
“proactive self-care coping strategies were sometimes used. The coping strategy “means
of getting help” was the least used coping strategy and it was used very little.
Another finding of this study showed nontraditional female students used
“proactive self-care” only sometimes, with Caucasian students using it significantly less
than African-American or multicultural female students. This is a coping strategy where
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nontraditional female students could increase their usage. Since only 9.3% of the sample
was African-American, the results cannot be generalized. However, further study should
be done with a larger African-American sample where inferences regarding coping
strategies for minority nontraditional female students can be made.
An additional finding of this study show the “work at succeeding” coping strategy
was used often by students with one child. Therefore, universities may want to include
students’ loved ones a part of activities put on by the college, whether it be regular school
events or orientation with daycare provided (Johnson et al., 2000).
Coping strategies that help relieve stress and anxiety may help students perform
better in their studies and yield a higher retention rate of nontraditional female students
remaining in college. Coping strategies such as problem-focused or meaning-focused
coping may be useful in addressing the needs of nontraditional female students who are
juggling multiple responsibilities.
Another finding of this study revealed that “healthy coping strategies” were used
sometimes by respondents such as, “improve my relationship with others.” This supports
Goncalves and Trunk (2014) finding in their study that showed nontraditional female
students revealed they would be happy to belong to a group whose participants comprised
only adult students. They liked the concept of having their own space where they could
meet and gather with other adult students.
In this study, nontraditional female students used “negative coping skills”
sometimes as a coping strategy. It may not be the most effective or positive coping
strategy, but respondents did identify this as coping strategies they sometimes use to
handle their problems. This finding is consistent with findings from Coker (2003) who
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studied African-American women in higher education and found that they experienced
anxiety regarding their ability to perform in college after taking time off from their
education. They also were concerned if they could compete with traditional students who
had an uninterrupted educational experience.
A finding of this study indicated that nontraditional female students used very
little the “means of getting help” coping strategy. While these coping strategies are used
very little, they could prove beneficial to nontraditional female students to help them
when stress arises. Previous findings by Quimby and O’Brien (2006) recommended that
counselors who work with nontraditional female students with children may want to
(a) assess students’ levels of secure attachment, parent and student self-efficacy,
perceived social support; (b) educate women about the potential for increased stress
in returning to school and discuss the positive impact of secure attachment, social
support, and self-efficacy; (c) encourage women to join interpersonal support groups
or initiate groups designed specifically to provide social support and enhance selfefficacy for nontraditional female students with children; and (d) recommend therapy
for women [who] exhibit insecure attachment, have low self-efficacy, or have few
sources of social support. (p. 457)
The results of this study indicated that “self-defeating behaviors,” “positive ways
to cope,” and “proactive self-care” were related to age groups. Nontraditional female
students in the 25-29 age range had the highest “self-defeating behaviors” (M = 2.97) in
comparison with those in the 30-44 age range (M = 2.85). An interesting finding of this
study was “positive ways to cope” was slightly higher for those students in the 25-29 age
category (M = 3.44) than for older nontraditional female students age 30-44 (M = 3.23)
and for those 45 and above (M = 3.30). Younger nontraditional female students may have
higher “positive ways to cope” because they have developed behaviors which have
helped them take better care of themselves emotionally and physically. Dyk (1987) found
that nontraditional female students who receive support from their loved ones and co-
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workers have less adverse outcomes of stress.
Another finding of this study indicated that older students in the 45 and above age
range tended to use “proactive self-care” (M = 2.91) slightly more than younger students
in the 25 - 29 age range (M = 2.72) and even more than those students in the 30 - 44 age
range (M = 2.69). This is consistent with previous findings that indicated that problemfocused coping was utilized more by adult students than by younger university
undergraduates (Morris et al., 2003). Younger, nontraditional female undergraduates may
be less developmentally prepared or less self-regulating in comparison to their older,
nontraditional peers. Graham (1998) found that younger undergraduates depend upon a
“feelings-management” approach, therefore demonstrating a probable reason as to why
adult undergraduates often obtain better grades than younger undergraduates. Using one’s
feelings is frequently thought of as an unwanted, acquired behavior that is adversely
related to learners’ grades. Recognizing methods that relieve or lessen such a trait ought
to be a significant aim for teachers, therapists, and undergraduate-activities authorities
(Johnson & Nussbaum, 2012).
The results of this study show that “self-defeating behaviors,” “positive ways to
cope,” and “proactive self-care” are coping strategies related to income levels. Generally,
higher income non traditional students used these coping strategies at lesser levels than
lower income students. Students in the $21,000 to $35,000 (M = 3.19) category had lower
positive ways to cope than those in the $20,000 and below (M = 3.40) category. In this
study, respondents in the $36,000 or more (M = 2.62) category had lower proactive selfcare than those in the $20,000 and below (M = 2.80) category. However, nontraditional
female students in the $20,000 and below (M = 2.92) category had higher self-defeating
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behaviors than the $21,000 to $35,000 (M = 2.86) students and the $36,000 and more (M
= 2.69) students. These findings support Home (1998) findings that nontraditional female
students with lower incomes were apt to describe feeling overwhelmed due to multiple
obligations and being enrolled full-time in school.
There were trends in this study with younger nontraditional female students using
higher self-defeating behaviors along with those who had incomes $20,000 and below.
Nontraditional female students in the $21,000 to $35,000 income category and those
female students in the 30-44 age category had lower positive ways to cope.
In this study, there was no difference whether respondents were married, single,
widowed, separated, or divorced as it relates to their coping strategies. However, studies
indicated that the main reason adult women do not finish their college degree usually
relate to their home life (Leavitt, 1989; Schliebner, 1990). Quimby and O’Brien (2006)
found that nontraditional female students who sense secure and caring connections, as
well as those associations where their abilities and experience were acknowledged,
revealed reduced amounts of tension.
Numerous nontraditional female students are the first ones among their loved
ones to pursue higher education (Hardin, 2008). Nontraditional female students who are
first-generation college students may find attending college overwhelming. However,
finding a support system, such as mentoring clubs or organizations will assist them as
they continue their education.
The results of this study have recommendations for practitioners who are working
with this population. The study has provided helpful information for assisting
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nontraditional female students who may experience challenges and who seek therapy for
support.

Limitations of Study
This study has several limitations. This study would be more generalizable if the
sample of nontraditional female students had been drawn from a greater cross-section of
the country. Due to the small number of undergraduate nontraditional females at the
private university, subjects were not randomly selected for this study. The undergraduate,
nontraditional female students from the public university were selected by using the total
number of nontraditional female student population who were interested in participating
in the study.
Second, the CSA that was used in the study was a self-report coping instrument; it
had all the limitations of such self-reports, including the tendency for the respondents to
choose socially desirable responses. The CSA does not address the effectiveness of
strategies that respondents say they used to cope. Third, this study focused only on
coping strategies used by nontraditional female students. The study does not examine in
any great detail how nontraditional males cope in higher education or in other challenges
they encounter.

Recommendations for Practice
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are suggested
for practitioners and universities who provide services to nontraditional female students.
1. Seminars that focus on teaching skills for success in higher education can
provide nontraditional female students with useful tools on how to practice “healthy

119

coping strategies” and “positive ways to cope” as they juggle multiple responsibilities
while attending college, providing counseling information as resource for them.
2. Universities can partner with nontraditional female students by having focus
groups to address barriers and challenges they may be facing and allow them to develop
solutions that will address their unique needs.
3. Orientations can provide information for nontraditional female students to
acquaint them with the administration, student life personnel, and university procedures.
4. Support groups can provide a connection with other nontraditional female
students which can create a sense of community for nontraditional female students on
university campuses to address their special needs.
5. Universities may consider having seminars that address cultural competence
for their faculty and administrators. It is not enough to assume that educators are
knowledgeable regarding how to work with students from various cultural groups.
6. University events that involve family members may assist nontraditional
female students feel a part of the university community. Institutions can utilize the family
system by making it a partner in the success for goal completion for the student.
Recommendations for Future Research
1. This study can be replicated with various universities; however, students’
perception of their own state of coping may be measured by using a specific situation
with a pre- and post-test to measure coping differences
2. Future studies can be conducted using multiple coping self-inventories.
3. The use of a mix methods design would allow for more intensive study of the
variables and provide more conclusive information.
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4. Finally, further research can be done on the coping strategies of undergraduate
nontraditional male students.
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INFORMED CONSENT AGREEMENT AND SURVEY

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

131

132

133

134

APPENDIX B
PERMISSION LETTERS
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APPENDIX C
PARTICIPANT LETTERS

Dear Participant,
I am a PhD Candidate in Educational Psychology at Andrews University, Berrien
Springs, Michigan. In order to fulfill the final phase of my doctoral degree, I am
conducting a study that will examine the coping strategies of undergraduate
nontraditional (25 and older) female students in public and private institutions of higher
education.
Results from this study may provide insights regarding coping strategies of female
students who attend public universities in comparison to those who attend private
universities. I am inviting you to learn more about the study. The survey which can be
accessed at: www.surveymonkey.com/s/copingscale should take approximately 10
minutes to complete.
Completing this survey is voluntary. Your responses will be anonymous and your
participation is greatly valued. Participants who complete the survey have the choice of
being entered into a random drawing for a $25 dollar gift card. Further information will
be provided for the drawing at the end of the survey.
If you have any questions about the procedures or other aspects of this research or if you
would like information about the findings, you may contact Desiree Davis at
desireed@andrews.edu or (269) 471-6875. You can also contact my faculty sponsor-Dr.
Elvin Gabriel at gabriel@andrews.edu, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI: (269)
471-6223.
To access the online survey, click the following link:
www.surveymonkey.com/s/copingscale

Thank you,
Desiree Davis, MSW, LMSW, LCSW
PhD Candidate, Educational Psychology
Andrews University
Berrien Springs, MI
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Dear Participant,
I am a PhD Candidate in Educational Psychology at Andrews University, Berrien
Springs, Michigan. In order to fulfill the final phase of my doctoral degree, I am
conducting a study that will examine the coping strategies of undergraduate
nontraditional (25 and older) female students in public and private institutions of higher
education.
Results from this study may provide insights regarding coping strategies of female
students who attend public universities in comparison to those who attend private
universities. I am inviting you to learn more about the study. The survey which can be
accessed at: www.surveymonkey.com/s/copingscale should take approximately 10
minutes to complete.
Completing this survey is voluntary. Your responses will be anonymous and your
participation is greatly valued. Participants who complete the survey have the choice of
being entered into a random drawing for a $25 dollar gift card. Further information will
be provided for the drawing at the end of the survey.
If you have any questions about the procedures or other aspects of this research or if you
would like information about the findings, you may contact Desiree Davis at
desireed@andrews.edu or (269)-471-6875. You can also contact my faculty sponsor-Dr.
Carolyn Schult at cschult@iusb.edu, Indiana University, South Bend, IN; (574) 5204118.
This study has been approved by the Indiana University Institutional Review Board
(Protocol #12065). Questions or concerns about research participants’ rights may be
directed to the Office of Research, Indiana University, South Bend, In. The phone
number is (574)520-4181.
To access the online survey, click the following link:
www.surveymonkey.com/s/copingscale

Thank you,
Desiree Davis, MSW, LMSW, LCSW
PhD Candidate, Educational Psychology
Andrews University
Berrien Springs, MI
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APPENDIX D
FOLLOW UP LETTER

Dear Students:
A few weeks ago, I sent you a request to complete a survey about the Coping Strategies
of the Nontraditional Female Student in Higher Education and how they cope with life
stressors while in school. Results from this study may provide insights regarding coping
strategies of female students who attend public universities in comparison to those who
attend private universities.
If you have not already done so, could you please complete this survey? I will only take a
few minutes of your time (about ten minute) to complete and your feedback is needed to
gather data on how nontraditional female students cope in higher education. This survey
can be accessed at:
www.surveymonkey.com/s/copingscale
Thank you very much!

Sincerely,

Desiree Davis, MSW, LMSW, LCSW
PhD Candidate, Educational Psychology
Andrews University
Berrien Springs, MI
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APPENDIX E
SCRIPT LETTER

Hi my name is Desi Davis and I am a Ph.D candidate at Andrews University in Berrien
Springs, Michigan. A few weeks ago I sent you a request to complete a survey about the
Coping Strategies of the Nontraditional Female Student in Higher Education.
Have you completed the survey that I sent you? If you have, I appreciate the time that
you took, and the effort you expended, to complete it.
If you have not completed the survey, will you be willing to answer the survey questions
now via the phone, and, will you grant me permission to record your answers? I can
assure you that confidentiality will be maintained throughout this process. If you respond
in the affirmative, I will proceed with asking the questions. If you are not willing to
participate in this exercise, I would like to thank you for taking the time to talk with me.
If you would like to complete the survey at a later time, I will give you the URL, which
is: www.surveymonkey.com/s/copingscale.
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